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Introduction: Power and Deception in Narrative 
“Good for you,” he said. “You’re just as smart as I thought you were. I knew you’d figure 
it out, sooner or later, that’s what I’ve told the others all along.” (The Secret History, 163) 
 … 
He had appealed to my vanity, allowing me to think I’d figured it out by myself…and I 
had congratulated myself in the glow of his praise, when in fact—I saw this now, I’d 
been too vain to see it then—he’d led me right to it, coaxing and flattering all the way. 
(487) 
 
Donna Tartt’s The Secret History, first published in 1992, has been repeatedly noted for 
its structural subversion of the typical crime or detective noveli: where most novels of this sort 
center around a crime and culminate in the revelation of its perpetrator, The Secret History 
reveals both its crime and its perpetrators in its opening pages.  The novel begins with a brief 
prologue in which the narrator, Richard Papen, reflects on his participation in the murder of his 
friend, Bunny Corcoran. With such an introduction, Tartt immediately makes the facts of the 
novel’s crime plain, and instead chooses to initially conceal the events leading up to the crime, as 
well as the exact motive of the murderers. The reader, having been introduced to the novel’s plot 
through such an enigmatic introduction, naturally expects the novel to focus primarily on the 
reasoning behind the crime, instead of the identity of the perpetrators. Yet, even after the reader 
takes note of this subversion—recognizing the novel’s unusual “whydunit” attributes—Tartt 
continues to thwart generic convention as the novel progresses. The reader continues to expect 
the novel to culminate in a full explanation of its crime, but in fact, Tartt provides this 
explanation by the end of the first book, the midpoint of the novel. The second book shifts the 
expected genre of the novel completely, transforming its “whydunit” nature and mystery 
conventions into a detailed character study of a group of young murderers who are slowly 
deteriorating under the weight of their own actions. While the reader enters the novel prioritizing 
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an explanation of Bunny’s murder, Tartt gradually reveals that the reader is destined to be 
disappointed in his expectations of the genre: what she chooses to prioritize is not the crime, but 
rather the way the crime affects the novel’s main characters. The reader who (understandably) 
approaches the novel’s events with the typical crime narrative in mind soon finds the 
conventions of such a narrative to be ultimately fruitless and even deceptive when trying to make 
sense of the novel’s events. This sharp subversion of an expected narrative serves to make the 
novel a surprising read. 
 Tartt continues to twist generic convention, with similar effects, in her later two novels: 
The Little Friend (2002) begins as a detective novel with Southern gothic elements, but 
unexpectedly ends with its child protagonist coming to terms with the suffering she has 
unwittingly caused in taking on the role of detective; The Goldfinch (2013) appears to be 
something of a Bildungsroman, but its protagonist’s coming-of-age is rather uncertain by the 
novel’s end. As with The Secret History, a reader approaching these novels with a specific 
generic pattern or narrative in mind ultimately finds such a narrative to be illusory, as Tartt’s 
thematic focus always strays from what these genres typically choose to prioritize. But in regard 
to Tartt’s novels, it is not only the reader who finds his expected narrative to be insufficient. 
 In this paper, I intend to study Tartt’s commentary on narrative, particularly in regard to 
its inescapability and ultimate insufficiency in making sense of events. For just as Tartt’s readers 
often approach each of her novels with the expectation of a specific narrative in mind, and find 
themselves surprised when that narrative proves insufficient in making sense of the novel, so too 
do Tartt’s protagonists encounter significant conflict in reconciling their favored narratives with 
the events in their lives. While the three novels differ significantly in terms of generic and other 
attributes, they each focus on a main character (or main characters) who finds him or herself 
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attached to a specific narrative or worldview, one which promises happiness, comfort, or 
personal fulfillment, and utterly dispels the idea that their life events may ultimately be 
meaningless in nature. These protagonists cling to their chosen narratives, intending, whether 
consciously or subconsciously, to embody them utterly. In attempting this embodiment, the 
narratives come to dictate their actions, but ultimately prove impossible to fulfill. As such, 
Tartt’s protagonists typically experience a significant personal crisis, one which is never 
completely resolved by each novel’s end. While the protagonists come to the realization that 
their narratives are insufficient and are deceptive in their ultimate unattainability, by the end of 
each novel, Tartt fails to explicitly offer some alternative route to personal fulfillment or 
understanding. In this way, the novels offer significant commentary on narrative misdirections, 
which, for the purposes of my discussion (and in contrast to the typical usage of the term), I am 
defining as the distortive narratives that each of her protagonists construct: that they can be 
extremely influential upon an individual, are often deceptive, and are markedly difficult to 
escape.  
 Tartt conveys these issues about narrative misdirection in no small part through her 
structuring of each novel’s plot. In this paper, I intend to analyze the role of narrative 
misdirection in each of Tartt’s novels by tracing their shared structural elements. Tartt portrays 
her protagonists’ struggles with their own narratives through a sort of cycle that is apparent in 
each novel, with some variations among the three. This cycle offers a clear visualization of 
exactly how narrative misdirection comes to dominate the lives of her protagonists and 
ultimately fall apart as each novel progresses. As such, my discussion of the topic will be 
organized around Tartt’s general structure of narrative misdirection as it manifests in each novel. 
First, I will discuss how Tartt portrays the formation of a reliance on narrative misdirection. In 
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the novels, Tartt’s protagonists find themselves clinging to a specific narrative as a response to 
some sort of personal misfortune, ranging from vague dissatisfaction with one’s home life 
(Richard in The Secret History) to sudden, catastrophic tragedy (Theo Decker in The Goldfinch). 
Next, I will discuss exactly how each protagonist comes to rely upon a specific, chosen narrative. 
While the term “narrative” tends to imply that Tartt’s protagonists are attempting to embody 
some explicit story they have laid out for themselves, the nature and manifestation of the 
personal narrative is not always so explicit. While twelve-year-old Harriet Dufresnes in The 
Little Friend seeks to solve her brother Robin’s murder by strictly emulating her favorite literary 
detectives, Theo Decker instead finds refuge in Carel Fabritius’ 1654 painting The Goldfinch—
the narrative he forms from that painting is much more abstract compared to the narrative Harriet 
forms from her books. In my third section, I intend to discuss how these narratives come to 
control Tartt’s protagonists primarily through fear: while the nature of each narrative varies quite 
significantly, they are united in their ability to quell each protagonist’s profound fear of 
meaninglessness, a fear that has been implanted in them through the misfortune in their lives. 
Indeed, some fear of chance is required for the narrative to exist, and Tartt makes it clear in each 
novel that each of her protagonists (and indeed, many of the side characters as well) exhibit a 
strong aversion to the prospect that their lives are in fact governed by chance, and not by the 
narratives they have chosen. In my final section, I will discuss how these narratives ultimately 
prove to be illusory, and how the realization of each narrative’s insufficiency affects the 
protagonists. This final section will mainly cover the climactic sections of each novel, as Tartt’s 
general structure of the narrative misdirection usually culminates in the protagonist becoming 
disillusioned with it, at least to a certain extent. Ultimately, in tracing Tartt’s cycle of the 
narrative misdirection, I intend to analyze her commentary on the nature of narrative 
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misdirections, specifically how they take power in individuals’ lives, and how they ultimately 
prove to be an insufficient coping mechanism in the face of meaninglessness. 
 In order to begin my formal discussion, I must first offer a brief outline of my definition 
of Tartt’s protagonists, since the development and actions of these characters will form the bulk 
of my discussion. For the purposes of my discussion, I count as protagonists those in the novels 
who undergo this general cycle of experiencing misfortune, taking comfort in a narrative, and 
ultimately becoming disillusioned with that narrative. According to this definition, each of 
Tartt’s latter two novels has one specific protagonist, as one might expect: Harriet Dufresnes in 
The Little Friend and Theo Decker in The Goldfinch. The Secret History, on the other hand, 
features multiple protagonists: it includes Richard Papen, the more obvious protagonist in that 
his perspective dominates the novel, but also the group of young classics students he finds 
himself involved with, mainly including Francis Abernathy, Charles Macaulay, and Camilla 
Macaulay. Like Richard, these three students undergo coming to grips with a narrative 
misdirection of their own, one that often (but not always) overlaps with Richard’s. In this way, 
my discussion of each novel’s protagonists will center on Richard and the classics students as a 
dual protagonists of The Secret History, Harriet Dufresnes in The Little Friend, and Theo Decker 
in The Goldfinch. In discussing each of these characters’ grapplings with narrative misdirection, 




Part 1: Misfortune and the Formation of a Narrative Misdirection 
 The bulk of Tartt’s novels focuses on her protagonists’ efforts to reconcile their personal 
narratives with the events in their lives and consistently failing to do so satisfactorily. But while 
Tartt chooses to focus primarily on the period in the protagonist’s life where his or her narrative 
misdirection is fully formed and strongly influential, she begins each novel in a time where that 
narrative has yet to completely develop. In The Secret History, Richard Papen begins his story 
(immediately after the non-linear prologue, at any rate) in Plano, California, before he ever 
encounters Hampden College and the other main characters of the novel. The Little Friend opens 
with an account of Robin Dufresnes’ death, when protagonist Harriet Dufresnes is still an infant. 
In The Goldfinch, Theo Decker details his early childhood and life with his mother for a 
significant period before encountering his novel’s titular painting. In starting the novels at points 
such as these, Tartt is able to fully flesh out the life cycles of the narrative misdirections that 
come to dominate her protagonists’ lives. In fact, these beginning sections of each of the novels 
form a key component of Tartt’s illustration of the narrative misdirection in that they vividly 
depict the sort of circumstances that, in Tartt’s view, easily beget the formation of harmful 
narrative misdirections. For Tartt, it is primarily misfortune of some sort that steers individuals 
into taking refuge in a narrative of their making, and this misfortune can take a variety of forms.  
The three novels portray two overall types of misfortune, that of mundane tragedy and of 
sudden, catastrophic tragedy. While these two types yield rather different backstories for each of 
her protagonists, they both spur the protagonists into a search for meaning of some sort, a search 
that is varyingly motivated by the type (or types) of tragedy they have experienced. Ultimately, 
the protagonists of the three novels find some flawed satisfaction in their search by taking refuge 
in their own narrative misdirection, a choice Tartt enables through another attribute common to 
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each protagonist’s background, personal isolation. While the protagonists’ misfortunes vary, they 
all share a common problem of being unable to connect meaningfully with others over their 
misfortune, and this isolation forces them to look inward, thus compelling them to construct 
some sort of comforting, meaningful narrative. Through her detailing of each of her protagonists’ 
backgrounds, Tartt offers a clearly-defined starting point for her exploration of narrative 
misdirection. 
 The first type of tragedy, the mundane variety, is best exemplified by the protagonists of 
The Secret History—as mentioned in my introduction, I intend to discuss Richard and his 
Classics companions at Hampden College as two separate protagonists since they undergo 
parallel cycles of narrative misdirection. In contrast to the other two novels, in which a distinct 
catastrophic event at least partially motivates the protagonist into his or her search for meaning, 
Richard’s life prior to his enrollment at Hampden is mostly mundane and uneventful. In his 
opening narration, Richard underscores two main issues with his existence in Plano, California: 
one, that it is plainly suburban, and two, that his parents tend to be unkind and inattentive. Since 
Richard begins his narration by describing his “fatal flaw” as “a morbid longing for the 
picturesque at all costs” (7), he fittingly describes his attempts to disguise his background in a 
primarily aesthetic way: 
Plano. The word conjures up drive-ins, tract homes, waves of heat rising from the 
blacktop. My years there created for me an expendable past, disposable as a plastic cup. 
Which I suppose was a very great gift, in a way. On leaving home I was able to fabricate 
a new and far more satisfying history, full of striking, simplistic environmental 
influences; a colorful past, easily accessible to strangers. 
 The dazzle of this fictive childhood—full of swimming pools and orange groves 
and dissolute, charming show-biz parents—has all but eclipsed the drab original. (7) 
The tragedy of Richard’s upbringing is mainly its drabness, though the cruelty and simple 
insufficiency of his parents also contribute. He offers some offhand descriptions of his parents 
acting poorly—some examples include his father refusing to help Richard fill out his financial 
Twiddy 9 
 
aid paperwork (10), his parents not wanting him home for winter break (104), and even a brief 
mention of his father being physically abusive towards his mother (521). All in all, Richard finds 
fault with his own background owing to its bleakness, which simply does not fit with Richard’s 
own (uncertain) vision for his life. When he discovers an old brochure for Hampden College in 
his closet, what draws Richard in are the promises of its aesthetics, which seem completely 
contrary to those of Plano:  
Hampden College, Hampden, Vermont. Even the name had an austere Anglican cadence, 
to my ear at least, which yearned hopelessly for England and was dead to the sweet dark 
rhythms of the little mission towns. For a long time I looked at a picture of the building 
they called Commons. It was suffused with a weak, academic light—different from 
Plano, different from anything I had ever known—a light that made me think of long 
hours in dusty libraries, and old books, and silence. (12) 
In this way, Richard’s attraction to life at Hampden forms long before he even acquaints himself 
with anyone there. Applying to a college based solely on one exposure to an old brochure 
reflects his overall desperation to escape his background. While his childhood may not seem 
overtly tragic (poor parenting aside), to someone such as Richard, who is so heavily drawn to 
aesthetics which a promise a life so completely different from life at Plano, his entire association 
with the town (and his parents there) is nothing short of a tragedy. And this tragic background 
incites a search for meaning in order to combat it, just as powerfully as the tragic backgrounds of 
Tartt’s other protagonists.  
 The backgrounds of Richard’s companions at Hampden are similarly tragic in a mundane 
way. While Charles, Camilla, and Francis have grown up amongst the upper-crust, academic 
aesthetics that Richard so doggedly pursues, they are just as dissatisfied with the disagreeable 
circumstances of their own lives. In the opening pages of the novel, when Richard is detailing the 
shortcomings of his own life in Plano, he contrasts it with the upbringings of his friends at 
Hampden. While he romanticizes some aspects of their early lives (tacitly admitting that his own 
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perception of them may be somewhat warped) he is quick to establish that, like him, their 
parental circumstances are less than ideal. Charles and Camilla are orphans and Francis’ mother 
had him at seventeen and was largely absent from his childhood (8). Also like Richard, any 
negative effects from these parenting situations are deemphasized in favor of other issues that 
seem to plague the three characters more severely. But where Richard takes issue primarily with 
the poor aesthetics of his background over his insufficient parents, Charles, Camilla, and Francis 
find fault with certain attributes of themselves, and seek to conceal them. Namely, Charles and 
Camilla have been engaged in an incestuous relationship for a significant period of time, and 
Francis is gay, but only partially open about it, something that is particularly understandable 
given the novel’s 1980s setting. The tragic impact that these circumstances have on these 
characters is relatively less clear compared to Richard’s own circumstances, given that the novel 
is narrated exclusively from Richard’s perspective. However, it is clear enough that they seek to 
avoid discussion of them, as evidenced in no small part by their interactions with Bunny 
Corcoran. Bunny has a prominent habit of goading his friends about their insecurities without 
explicitly addressing them, as though threatening to expose them. His interactions with Richard, 
for example, often pressure Richard into admitting details about his background, details that he 
finds himself fabricating to avoid the exposure of his working-class background. Likewise, his 
interactions with Charles and Camilla threateningly hint at their relationship. For example, he 
holds this conversation with Camilla while Richard, who does not know about her relationship 
with Charles, is in the room. Referring to Charles and Camilla, he asks: 
 “How come you kids live together?” 
 She shrugged, in that odd, one-shouldered way the twins had. 
 “Huh?” 
 “It’s convenient,” said Camilla. “Cheap.” 
 “Well, I think it’s pretty damned peculiar.” 
 “I’ve lived with Charles all my life.” 
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 “Not much privacy, is there? Little place like this? On top of each other all the time?” 
 “It’s a two-bedroom apartment.” 
 “And when you get lonesome in the middle of the night?” 
 There was a brief silence. 
 “I don’t know what you’re trying to say,” she said icily. 
“Sure you do,” said Bunny. “Convenient as hell. Kinda classical, too. Those Greeks 
carried on with their brothers and sisters like nobody’s—whoops,” he said, retrieving the 
whiskey glass which was about to fall off the arm of his chair. (225) 
Adding to this threatening tendency of Bunny’s is his blatant homophobia, which Tartt makes 
apparent in one of his earlier interactions with Richard, in which he proclaims, among other 
things, that “I think they ought to round them [gay people, whom Bunny previously describes 
with a slur] all up and burn them at the stake” (54). Curiously, when Richard proceeds to ask him 
about Francis, Bunny vigorously denies that Francis is even gay, saying he just needs a girlfriend 
(55), but his vehemence in defending Francis’ supposed heterosexuality only serves to reflect 
Bunny’s inability to accept his friend’s true sexuality. The cultural unacceptability of Francis’ 
sexuality manifests itself at numerous other points in the novel as well, most notably in the 
epilogue, where he explains to Richard that he is to marry a woman whom he despises. Richard 
asks why he intends to marry her: 
For a moment he didn’t answer. Then he said: “I was seeing someone. A lawyer. He’s a 
bit of a drunk but that’s all right. He went to Harvard. You’d like him. His name is Kim.” 
“And?” 
“And my grandfather found out. In the most melodramatic way you can possibly 
imagine.” 
He reached for a cigarette. I had to light it for him because of his hands. He had injured 
one of the tendons that led to his thumb. 
“So,” he said, blowing out a plume of smoke. “I have to get married.” 
“Or what?” 
“Or my grandfather will cut me off without a cent.” (549) 
While Francis himself very seldomly mentions the persecution he faces as a gay man, it is clear 
through moments such as these that he suffers for his sexuality. Thus he, like Charles and 
Camilla, also possesses a mundanely tragic background which necessitates a search for meaning. 




 In stark contrast to the mundane tragedies present in the background of The Secret 
History’s protagonists, Theo Decker in The Goldfinch suffers an extremely catastrophic tragedy 
early on in the novel, one that, like the protagonists of The Secret History, he must grapple with 
in some way. While those in The Secret History experience a general dissatisfaction with the 
circumstances of their lives, Theo is suffering from the grief one might expect to come with a 
more traditional tragedy. The plot of The Goldfinch begins with the death of Theo’s mother, 
Audrey Decker, who is killed in a terrorist attack while visiting the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
in New York City with Theo. In the rubble, Theo takes hold of Carel Fabritius’ painting The 
Goldfinch, and subsequently spends the rest of the novel concealing the painting among his 
belongings while attempting to make sense of his mother’s death. In the immediate aftermath of 
the attack, Tartt makes plain the devastating effect Audrey’s death has had on Theo: he begins 
living with the family of his friend Andy Barbour, where he meets any and all attempts to 
console him with a sort of traumatized detachment. His mother’s absence affects him on a 
physical level, and he constantly finds himself reliving his memories with her, instead of 
focusing on the present: 
How was it possible to miss someone as much as I missed my mother? I missed her so 
much I wanted to die: a hard, physical longing, like a craving for air underwater. Lying 
awake, I tried to recall all my best memories of her—to freeze her in my mind so I 
wouldn’t forget her—but instead of birthdays and happy times I kept remembering things 
like how a few days before she was killed she’d stopped me halfway out the door to pick 
a thread off my school jacket. For some reason, it was one of the clearest memories I had 
of her: her knitted eyebrows, the precise gesture of her reaching out to me, everything. 
Several times too—drifting uneasily between dreaming and sleep—I sat up in bed at the 
sound of her voice speaking clearly in my head, remarks she might conceivably have 
made at some point but that I didn’t actually remember, things like Throw me an apple, 
would you? and I wonder if this buttons up the front or back? and This sofa is in a 
terrible state of disreputableness. (The Goldfinch, 106-7) 
What makes Audrey’s death so difficult for Theo is its utter inescapability. He has lost a parent 
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in an especially tragic manner, and while so many of the adults in his life—including the 
Barbours, social workers, his school counselor, and his teachers—do their best to console Theo, 
Tartt makes it clear that it is really only Theo himself who is capable of coming to terms with the 
tragedy, as evidenced by their faulty assessment that Theo is “coping awfully well” when he 
truly is not (114). Theo’s grief is exacerbated by the fact that he cannot rid his mind of his 
mother, as he is constantly reminded of her: “In New York, everything reminded me of my 
mother—every taxi, every street corner, every cloud that passed over the sun…” (271-2). Even 
though Theo claims to be reminded less of her when he eventually moves to Las Vegas to be 
with his father (272), her death still hangs over him for the remainder of the novel. At the end of 
the story, when Theo finds himself in the Netherlands on the brink of suicide, it is a dream in 
which his mother physically appears (the first he has had since her death) that finally brings him 
some sense of closure (902). Upon waking, he even likens the dream to a religious experience: 
Everything was still bathed and saturated with her presence—higher, wider, deeper than 
life, a shift in optics that had produced a rainbow edge, and I remember thinking that this 
must be how people felt after visions of saints—not that my mother was a saint, only that 
her appearance had been as distinct and startling as a flame leaping up in a dark room. 
(904) 
This is only one of several instances where Theo speaks of his mother in idealizing terms, 
another reflection of his grief for her. Ultimately, since Audrey’s death proves to be so 
inescapable for Theo, he has no choice but to make sense of it in some way. Like the 
protagonists of Tartt’s other novels, Theo finds himself attempting to make meaning of his 
tragedy through the construction of a narrative misdirection. 
 While The Secret History offers a mundanely tragic background for its protagonists, and 
The Goldfinch includes a catastrophically tragic background for Theo, Tartt combines the two 
types for Harriet Dufresnes in The Little Friend. As in The Goldfinch, the plot of The Little 
Friend begins with a description of the life-altering tragedy that affects the rest of the novel’s 
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events. While Theo loses his mother in a terrorist attack, Harriet’s nine-year-old brother Robin is 
found dead on her family’s property, hanging from a tree. A key difference between the two 
tragedies lies in their effect on the protagonists. Theo is 13 years old when Audrey is killed, and 
fully grasps the gravity of losing a family member in such a sudden and devastating way. Harriet, 
however, is an infant at the time of Robin’s death, and 12 years later when the novel mainly 
takes place, she lacks any clear memories of him. That said, the shadow of Robin’s mysterious 
death completely looms over all aspects of Harriet’s life, and therefore proves impossible for her 
to avoid. Though many years have passed since the incident, it remains in the public 
consciousness of the small Mississippi town where she spends nearly all her time, owing to its 
shocking nature and utter lack of a resolution: 
Every tramp and itinerant and window-peeper for a hundred miles had been rounded up 
and questioned after the little Cleve boy’s death, but the investigation had turned up 
nothing. And while nobody liked to think of a killer walking around free, the fear 
persisted. The particular fear was that he still prowled the neighborhood: watching 
children play from a discreetly parked sedan. 
 It was the people in town who talked about this sort of thing. Robin’s family 
never discussed it, ever. (The Little Friend, 18-19) 
And indeed, while Harriet’s family never discusses the sensational details of Robin’s death, their 
handling of the matter has an even stronger, more personal effect on Harriet. Her numerous great 
aunts, the closest family she has beyond her mother and sister, constantly discuss Robin as he 
was in life, in an idealizing manner. Tartt describes their accounts of Robin’s life as “radiant but 
oddly featureless, as the lives of saints sometimes are” (19). The overall consequence of the 
exposure to stories such as these leads Harriet (along with her sister, Allison) to consistently find 
herself inferior to the vision of Robin her family has painted: 
Consequently their relationship with their dead brother was of the most intimate sort, his 
strong, bright, immutable character shining changelessly against the vagueness and 
vacillation of their own characters…and they grew up believing that this was due to some 




On a more practical level, Robin’s death has continually affected Harriet’s present existence in 
that it has irreparably reshaped the dynamics of her immediate family. While Harriet has a strong 
rapport with her great aunts, her home life with her mother and sister is much more stilted and 
uncomfortable. Harriet has trouble relating to her 16-year-old sister Allison, who, owing to her 
personality differences with Harriet, appears permanently affected by it. In contrast to Harriet’s 
brash, inquisitive nature, Allison is withdrawn and absent-minded, frequently becoming tearful 
and always underperforming academically (20-21). Her mother, Charlotte, is neglectful towards 
both of her remaining children, and in the aftermath of Robin’s death, “wafted into an 
indifference which numbed and discolored every area of life” (21). Additionally, Harriet’s father, 
Dix, deserted the family not long after Robin’s death, finding himself unable to cope with the 
treatment the family began to receive following the incident: 
His wife and daughters were reclusive, eccentric, melancholy. Worse: because of what 
had happened, people saw them all, even Dix himself, as somehow tainted. Friends 
avoided them. Couples didn’t invite them places; acquaintances stopped calling. It 
couldn’t be helped. People didn’t like to be reminded of death or bad things. (22-23) 
While Harriet herself, as mentioned, is less personally affected by Robin’s death than those in 
her immediate family, she nonetheless finds herself constantly reminded of the death precisely 
because of this difference in effect. She understands that all the unusual aspects of her day-to-day 
life, and the unusual personalities of her mother and sister, can ultimately be attributed to 
Robin’s death, and therefore she cannot avoid the incident. Thus, the tragedy in The Little Friend 
is at once catastrophic and mundane to Harriet, but like the tragedies faced by Tartt’s other 
protagonists, it still demands to be grappled with owing to its inescapability. 
 While the nature of the tragedies in Tartt’s novels vary in how they manifest, they are 
united in the way they compel the protagonists to specifically seek various narrative 
misdirections in order to make sense of them. Tartt achieves this end by effectively forcing her 
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protagonists into isolation, at least to the degree that they cannot seek solace for their tragedies 
externally. Without external assistance for their issues, her protagonists thus have no recourse 
but to turn inward, and form a solution themselves by constructing a narrative. In The Secret 
History, both Richard and his classics companions face this sort of isolation, albeit in differing 
ways. While Richard finds the new environment at Hampden College invigorating (13) he 
nonetheless finds it to be completely alien, finding no one else of a working-class background 
and only one other person from California—one Judy Poovey, a party girl whom Richard finds 
largely unrelatable, despite some attempts at friendship. He therefore finds himself primarily 
alone, until the small cohort of Classics majors catches his attention. And while Charles, 
Camilla, and Francis are a part of this group, they are nonetheless not only isolated by their own 
unique issues, as discussed earlier, but also find themselves isolated on campus as Classics 
students. Richard soon learns that they take all of their classes with one instructor, Julian 
Morrow (30), and quickly notices that they usually fail to blend in on campus (information that 
happens to be supplied to him via Judy Poovey [47-48]). Insulated within the Classics cohort, 
they are free to make sense of their issues in the company of their companions, but no one else. 
Thus, both Richard and his friends are steered into constructing their own narratives, relatively 
free from outside influence. 
 The same holds true for Theo, but the nature of his isolation specifically befits his more 
catastrophic tragedy. As discussed, the adults in Theo’s life are unable to fully reach him in his 
grief, despite their best efforts. Adding to this isolation is the treatment Theo receives from his 
peers after the attack. While he was previously fairly popular, having recently acquired the 
friendship of popular (though delinquent) student Tom Cable, he becomes puzzled by his peers’ 
treatment of him following Audrey’s death, remarking that, among his peers, “most people 
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responded to me with a cautious, half-terrified politeness” (113). Tom Cable begins explicitly 
avoiding him, which especially stings: 
I was annoyed—what the fuck was his problem? Yet it was part of our ongoing dark-
comedy act, amusing only to us, to abuse and insult each other; and I was pretty sure he’d 
come find me after English or that he’d catch up to me on the way home, running up 
behind me and bopping me on the head with his algebra workbook. But he didn’t…But I 
didn’t care—or, at least, I wasn’t hurt or depressed. Instead I was furious. (111-12) 
Even Andy Barbour, who is sympathetic to Theo’s plight and stays home from school for a 
period to give Theo company, mostly avoids discussion of the subject, citing study obligations 
(105-6). With circumstances such as these, Theo is left to grapple with his mother’s death alone. 
While he eventually finds companionship with James Hobart (“Hobie”), the business partner of a 
dying man Theo encounters at the museum, and makes a friend his own age in the form of Boris 
Pavlikovsky, by then, he has already constructed a firm narrative for himself, the product of a 
period of significant isolation. 
 Harriet too finds herself alone with her tragedy, despite being surrounded by family who 
have also struggled with Robin’s death. As discussed, Harriet, along with Allison, is in the 
unique position of being compared to Robin as a sibling, a comparison that consistently renders 
the sisters disappointments. While Harriet could potentially bond with Allison over this 
predicament, the pair’s personality differences simply do not enable this to happen—as 
mentioned, Allison is much more withdrawn than Harriet, and tends to find Harriet’s unflinching 
interest in morbid and otherwise unpleasant topics to be unsettling (55). And while Harriet also 
lives with her mother, the indifference that Charlotte feels towards her children makes her utterly 
useless in Harriet’s pursuit to make sense of Robin’s death—while Harriet is much closer to her 
great aunts, who live nearby, the subject of the tragedy is not one they ever approach (again, 
while they are quick to discuss Robin as a person, they usually omit any details of his death). 
Beyond her family, Harriet is not very close to anyone in town, with the exception of Hely Hull, 
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a boy of her own age. However, the dynamics of their relationship ultimately forbid Harriet from 
confiding in him. She essentially treats Hely as a sidekick, as Hely continually looks up to 
Harriet (despite their similar age), “adoring” her for her various eccentricities and intelligence 
(81). Thus Harriet, just as isolated as Tartt’s other protagonists, is left to make meaning of 
Robin’s death herself, her only resources being her mind and the information she gathers. 
 While Tartt devotes a great portion of her novels to depicting her protagonists’ narrative 
misdirections in action, it is necessary that she first establish how they can form. Tartt’s 
protagonists, despite their differences, tend to form intricate and meaningful narrative 
misdirections by virtue of backgrounds with two uniting attributes: first, her protagonists face 
some tragedy they must grapple with on some level, and second, they are relatively isolated in 
processing that tragedy. The exact nature of these tragedies can vary quite a bit, ranging from a 
simply troubled or unappealing background to a full-blown, catastrophic disaster. And while 
these protagonists may be clearly alone in their struggle, or appear to have some superficial 
support, they ultimately all come to a position where they must look inward to make sense of 
what they have gone through. In my next chapter, I will discuss how these characters come to 
form a specific narrative misdirection, composing one with the aid of their minds and 




Part 2: The Nature of the Narrative Misdirection 
 In depicting the dangerous cycle of narrative misdirection in her three novels, Tartt, as 
discussed, first establishes each of her protagonists as having to cope with some personal 
tragedy, all while finding themselves isolated in some way. In this sort of state, her protagonists 
quickly come to rely upon a distorted narrative of some sort, usually based on something 
seemingly important or meaningful in their lives. And just as the type of tragedy that begets this 
reliance varies wildly in nature among her protagonists, so too do the narratives that they learn to 
take refuge in. All manner of people and objects come to hold a dangerously prominent place in 
her protagonists’ minds. In The Secret History, Richard Papen comes to idealize the people in his 
life at Hampden College, while his companions look to the discipline of Classics as a whole. 
Theo Decker in The Goldfinch soon begins to use the novel’s titular painting as a coping 
mechanism for his mother’s death, and Harriet Dufresnes in The Little Friend finds herself 
strongly influenced by the literature she holds so dear. The people and objects that ultimately 
come to form the basis of these characters’ narrative misdirections, as well as the relationships 
that the protagonists have with them, vary quite a bit from novel to novel, but as with the 
protagonists’ tragic backgrounds, they have one major attribute in common: in these people and 
objects, the protagonists find some meaning, however distortedly, that allows them to make 
sense of or transcend the tragedy that limits them. Usually, too, the source of this meaning 
appears at least somewhat disconnected from reality. While the protagonists believe that the 
personal significance of these people and objects is quite clear, they in fact have no real 
connection to the tragedy the protagonists are grappling with. Ultimately, in portraying the 
nature of these narrative misdirections in such a way, Tartt furthers her portrayal of narrative 
misdirection as both dangerous and insidious in the way that they come to take over the lives of 
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her protagonists. The variety of forms these narratives take, as well as the meaning the 
protagonists derive from them, illustrate the strong pull of narrative misdirection, however 
farfetched it may seem in its origin. In this way, Tartt further defines her exploration of narrative 
misdirection by detailing the forms her protagonists’ narratives take. 
 The protagonists of The Secret History, Richard Papen and his Classics companions, each 
develop a narrative misdirection from differing sources, though, as with all of Tartt’s 
protagonists, the motivation for seeking out such narratives is quite similar. Richard, as discussed 
in my previous chapter, prioritizes the aesthetics in his life, morbidly “longing for the 
picturesque at all costs” (7). He finds his life in Plano tragic primarily because of its disagreeable 
aesthetics, and, when he arrives at Hampden College in Vermont, he immediately takes to his 
surroundings, “roaming like a sleep-walker, stunned and drunk with beauty” (13). This 
admiration of Hampden’s aesthetics quickly becomes more focused, though, as Richard begins to 
nearly obsess over the College’s small collection of Classics students, who take all their classes 
together with one instructor, Julian Morrow. This unusual academic arrangement naturally 
causes them to stand out on the campus, where most students mingle and take classes with 
different professors, and Richard begins to observe them rather closely from afar. His description 
of them focuses primarily on their aesthetic appearance, which fits with Richard’s overall 
obsession with beauty, but is also understandable given his lack of personal interaction with 
them. For Richard, the group suggests “a variety of picturesque and fictive qualities” (13), and he 
takes note of specific physical qualities present in each individual member of the group, a 
description that encompasses multiple pages. He emphasizes Henry Winter’s imposing size and 
his “dark English suits,” the “shapeless brown tweed” jacket that Bunny wears every day and his 
“loud and honking” voice, Francis’ “beautiful starchy shirts,” and the twins’ overall appearance 
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as “a couple of Flemish angels” (18). His introduction to Julian Morrow takes a similarly 
descriptive approach. When Richard first approaches him to sign up for Greek classes 
(unsuccessfully, seemingly reinforcing the group’s exclusivity) he is quick to note, in great 
detail, the aesthetic appeal of Julian’s office: 
It was a beautiful room, not an office at all, and much bigger than it looked from 
outside—airy and white, with a high ceiling and a breeze fluttering in the starched 
curtains. In the corner, near a low bookshelf, was a big round table littered with teapots 
and Greek books, and there were flowers everywhere…Everywhere I looked was 
something beautiful—Oriental rugs, porcelains, tiny paintings like jewels—a dazzle of 
color that struck me as if I had stepped into one of those little Byzantine churches that are 
so plain on the outside; inside, the most paradisal painted eggshell of gilt and tesserae. 
(27) 
These sorts of descriptions, applied both to the people within the Classics group and the space 
that surrounds them, reinforces Richard’s already-established commitment to and prioritization 
of aesthetic beauty. When Richard learns that the Classics group is reputed to be highly 
intellectual, accomplished, and decidedly upper-class, his preoccupation with them only deepens: 
All of them, to me, seemed highly unapproachable. But I watched them with interest 
whenever I happened to see them: Francis, stooping to talk to a cat on a doorstep; Henry 
dashing past at the wheel of a little white car, with Julian in the passenger’s seat; Bunny 
leaning out of an upstairs window to yell something at the twins on the lawn below. 
Slowly, more information came my way. Francis Abernathy was from Boston, and, from 
most accounts, quite wealthy. Henry, too, was said to be wealthy; what’s more, he was a 
linguistic genius. He spoke of a number of languages, ancient and modern, and had 
published a translation of Anacreon, with commentary, when he was only eighteen…The 
twins had an apartment off campus, and were from somewhere down south. And Bunny 
Corcoran had a habit of playing John Philip Sousa march tunes in his room, at full 
volume, late at night. (19) 
While Richard immediately follows this lengthy description by claiming that he was not “overly 
preoccupied with any of this” (19), his admiration for the group and his effort to join it only 
increase as the story progresses. He soon convinces the professor he is working for, Dr. Roland, 
to pay him in advance, and uses the money to buy clothes that will help him fit in aesthetically 
with the group (26) and ultimately convinces Julian to take him on as a pupil, telling him 
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romanticized lies about his life in California in the process (28-30). Through these early 
interactions with the Classics cohort at Hampden, it is plain to see that Richard latches onto their 
image, attempting to insert himself into their lifestyle. While Richard’s observations and 
behaviors of could be interpreted as an attempt to simply cultivate a sense of belonging in his 
new surroundings, as the novel progresses and he comes to know his new group of friends more, 
his attachment to their aesthetics proves to be further and further disconnected from reality. 
 Indeed, even as Richard becomes familiar with his friends’ dangerous flaws, he still 
commits himself to them rather unquestioningly, to an extent that exceeds normal levels of 
attachment. Not long after Richard joins Julian’s Greek class and further acquaints himself with 
its members, the group invites him to the home of Francis’ aunt in the Vermont countryside, 
where they often spend weekends. It is at this point in the novel that Richard first begins to take 
note of the group’s flaws, which range from the mundane (near-constant drinking, 89) to the 
highly suspicious (overhearing muffled, mysterious conversations in the middle of the night, 92-
3), as well as a general distance that the group resolutely maintains with him. In his hindsight 
narration, Richard acknowledges that he chose to ignore these warning signs because he so 
wanted to believe himself to be a part of the group, when in fact, he was aware of things being 
kept from him: 
I wonder now that I was around them so much and yet knew so little of what was 
happening at the end of that term. Physically, there was very little indication that 
anything was happening at all—they were too clever for that—but even the tiny 
discrepancies that squeaked through their guard I met with a kind of willful blindness. 
That is to say: I wanted to maintain the illusion that that their dealings with me were 
completely straightforward; that we were all friends, and no secrets, though the plain fact 
of it was that there were plenty of things they didn’t let me in on and would not for some 
time. And though I tried to ignore this I was aware of it all the same. I knew, for instance, 
that the five of them sometimes did things—exactly what, I didn’t know—without 
inviting me, and that if put on the spot they would all stick together and lie about it, in a 
casual and quite convincing fashion. They were so convincing, in fact, so faultlessly 
orchestrated in the variations and counterpoint of falsehood…that I usually found myself 
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believing them, often against evidence to the contrary. (91) 
This key passage summarizes the exact nature of the narrative Richard has perhaps 
subconsciously formed around his idea of the group. Drawn to the group’s aesthetics, as 
discussed, he wants to believe himself a member of the group, and so, in the face of evidence to 
the contrary, he idealizes his companions to the extent that their duplicity becomes irrelevant to 
him. Even as Richard acknowledges their suspicious activity in his narration, he is still quick to 
describe most of his moments with them using highly vivid, almost adoring prose. Only a few 
pages after acknowledging that the group was keeping things from him, he describes a scene in 
which Henry comes to Camilla’s rescue after she cuts her foot while wading in the water outside 
the house: 
It was like a painting too vivid to be real—every pebble, every blade of grass sharply 
defined, the sky so blue it hurt me to look at it. Camilla was limp in Henry’s arms, her 
head thrown back like a dead girl’s, and the curve of her throat beautiful and lifeless. The 
hem of her dress fluttered abstractly in the breeze. Henry’s trousers were spattered with 
drops the size of quarters, too red to be blood, as if he’d had a paintbrush slung at him. 
(99) 
Here, Richard describes the scene before him as one would describe a painting—while Henry is 
simply assisting Camilla after she has hurt herself, Richard is so infatuated with the aesthetics of 
his companions that he portrays the whole scene in an excessively elevated way. This sort of 
idealization, and refusal to consciously process his friends’ flaws, exists even after the cause of 
the group’s secrecy is revealed: ultimately, Henry reveals to Richard (after Richard discovers 
that the group, sans Bunny, is mysteriously planning to fly to Argentina in the middle of the 
school term) that they have participated in a Bacchanal, true to the tradition of Greek Dionysian 
mystery cults, that has resulted in the death of a local farmer. Henry is forthright in his 
description of the event, as well as his numerous efforts to keep Bunny, who has also discovered 
the murder, quiet about the whole thing. While Richard is curious about what happened, he 
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ultimately leaves Francis’ apartment the next morning with no intent to act on his newfound 
knowledge. He admits having “a moment of doubt” (199), but does not truly consider acting 
against his friends, only considering the possibility of acting differently in hindsight: 
It’s funny, but thinking back on it now, I realize that this particular point in time, as I 
stood there blinking in the deserted hall, was the one point at which I might have chosen 
to do something very different from what I actually did. But of course I didn’t see this 
crucial moment then for what it was; I suppose we never do. (199) 
Ultimately, Richard chooses to preserve the image he has of his friends even in the wake of the 
murder. Though Bunny also informs Richard about the murder some time after Henry does, and 
portrays his friends as dangerous criminals, Richard’s characterization of them exists in sharp 
contrast to Bunny’s. To make sense of their actions, he mentally distances the murdered farmer 
from the narrative he has assigned to his friends, making the murder seem almost unreal in his 
mind, although he is fully aware that it happened and his friends are at fault: 
Monstrous as it was, the corpse itself seemed little more than a prop, something brought 
out in the dark by stagehands and laid to rest at Henry’s feet, to be discovered when the 
lights came up; the picture of it, staring and dumb in all its gore, never failed to provoke 
an anxious little frisson but still it seemed relatively harmless compared to the very real 
and persistent menace which I now saw that Bunny presented. (211) 
Ultimately, Richard has to choose between the narrative he has crafted for his friends, and 
Bunny, and his choice illustrates how firmly established the narrative of his friends has become 
in his mind. It is this narrative, and Richard’s unwavering faith in it, that leads to his eventual 
and willing participation in Bunny’s murder, and completes his transformation into a murderer. 
In this way, his “longing for the picturesque” indeed proves to be a particularly fatal flaw. 
 While Richard’s chosen narrative finds its base in the aesthetics of the people with whom 
he grows close while at Hampden, his friends seek refuge in the narrative of Classics as a 
discipline, and in particular, a sense of superiority derived from studying (and revering) the 
Greeks. The Classics students at Hampden form an extremely small, exclusive cohort, as Richard 
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makes clear through his observations of them early on in the novel, and they insulate themselves 
from the rest of the student body, taking all their coursework under the instruction of Julian 
Morrow. What primarily motivates this separation from the rest of the college is a unique 
reverence for Ancient Greek society and philosophy. When Richard has his first class with the 
group at the Lyceum (the campus’ isolated Classics building, which shares its name with 
Aristotle’s ancient school of philosophy), he finds himself in an environment where Classics is 
unquestioningly embraced as a superior discipline. For example, when Julian mentions his 
students’ studies of Xenophon and Thucydides, they immediately make plain their unwavering 
faith in the ancient warfare strategies described by the historians: 
He laughed. “Though after all your Xenophon and Thucydides I dare say there are not 
many young people bettered versed in military tactics. I’m sure, if you wanted to, you’d 
be quite capable of marching on Hampden town and taking it over by yourselves.” 
Henry laughed. “We could do it this afternoon, with six men,” he said. 
“How?” said everyone at once. 
“One person to cut the phone and power lines, one at the bridge over the Battenkill, one 
at the main road out, to the north. The rest of us could advance from the south and west. 
There aren’t many of us, but if we scattered we’d be able to close off all other points of 
entry”—here he held out his hand, fingers spread wide—“and advance to the center from 
all points…of course, we’d have the advantage of surprise,” he said, and I felt an 
unexpected thrill at the coldness of his voice. 
Julian laughed. “…Imagine what heroes you’d be.” 
“Demigods,” said Francis, laughing. “We could sit on thrones in the town square.” 
“While the local merchants paid you tribute.” 
“Gold. Peacocks and ivory.” 
“Cheddar cheese and common crackers more like it,” Bunny said. (38-39) 
This passage not only illustrates the extent to which the members of the class unconditionally 
trust ancient Greek writings (all while tacitly congratulating themselves for being well-versed in 
them compared to others), but it also demonstrates the general dynamics of the group, a pattern 
which stays rather firmly in place for the remainder of the novel and enables this narrative of 
Classics to maintain its hold on the protagonists. The members of the class trust and revere 
Julian, who lectures them on his perception of Classical figures and concepts, and the majority of 
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the class look to Henry Winter as their leader—as illustrated in the above passage, he offers the 
most active, engaged interpretations of Julian’s teachings, and thereby spurs on the rest of the 
class’ interest and faith in these classical subjects. This is exemplified by the reaction of the other 
students to Henry’s imagined invasion of Hampden town, along with Julian’s encouragement of 
it. Francis’ mention of becoming demigods receiving the tributes of lesser mortals reflects the 
overall desire of the group members to take refuge in a narrative where they can escape their 
issues (which I have discussed in my previous section) by finding fulfillment and happiness in 
their attainment of ancient Greek ideas, ideas that Julian has instilled in them as being superior to 
other disciplines and pursuits. The only member of the group, other than Richard (who, as 
discussed, has a narrative of his own to keep to), who does not appear to be completely faithful 
to Julian and Henry’s ideas is Bunny. His remark about the peacocks and ivory likely being 
simply “cheddar cheese and common crackers” reflects his failure to be fully swept up into the 
vision of Classical superiority that Julian and Henry push, to the consternation of the other group 
members. In fact, after Bunny makes the remark, Richard observes that Julian seems 
“displeased” (39) by his comment, and quickly changes the subject of the conversation. Bunny’s 
relatively open lack of faith in this narrative, compared to Francis, Charles, and Camilla, 
ultimately leads to his downfall, as I will discuss later. 
 These dynamics of the group—Julian as the giver of information, Henry as the 
interpreter, and Francis, Charles, and Camilla as the dutiful followers—soon enable a more 
specific classically-oriented narrative to take hold, one which comes to dominate both the rest of 
the novel’s events and the lives of Francis and the twins. In the very same class meeting in which 
the group gleefully envisions their takeover of Hampden, Julian devotes much of his lecture to 
the Greek notion of “Dionysian madness,” a concept which includes the mysterious religious 
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practices of Dionysian mystery cults. As neither Richard nor the reader have any indication at 
this point in the novel that the group will ultimately put on a Bacchanal of their own, as practiced 
by these mystery cults, the lecture serves as strong foreshadowing to what eventually forms the 
bulk of the novel’s mystery, and also offers an explanation as to why the group is motivated to 
do it. Julian speaks: 
The Greeks, you know, really weren’t very different from us. They were a very formal 
people, extraordinarily civilized, rather repressed. And yet they were frequently swept 
away en masse by the wildest enthusiasms—dancing, frenzies, slaughter, visions—which 
for us, I suppose would seem clinical madness…The revelers were apparently hurled 
back into a non-rational, pre-intellectual state, where the personality was replaced by 
something completely different—and by “different” I mean something to all appearances 
not mortal. Inhuman. 
… 
And it’s a temptation for any intelligent person, and especially for perfectionists such as 
the ancients and ourselves, to try to murder the primitive, emotive, appetitive self. But 
that is a mistake. 
… 
Beauty is terror. Whatever we call beautiful, we quiver before it. And what could be more 
terrifying and beautiful, to souls like the Greeks or our own, than to lose control 
completely?...To be absolutely free! One is quite capable, of course, of working out these 
destructive passions in more vulgar and less efficient ways. But how glorious to release 
them in a single burst! To sing, to scream, to dance barefoot in the woods in the dead of 
night, with no more awareness of mortality than an animal! These are powerful 
mysteries. (40-42) 
When Julian finishes this lecture, Richard notes that “We were all leaning forward, motionless” 
(42), indicating the power and influence that Julian holds over the students. For Francis, Charles, 
and Camilla, this influence extends to Henry, who, taking Julian’s lecture to heart, soon 
thereafter begins to plan the bacchanal that will enable them all to lose control in the appealingly 
divine manner that Julian describes. Julian himself is absent from this planning, but the group 
puts its full trust in Henry as Julian’s interpreter. Both the planning and the execution of the 
bacchanal occurs covertly in the novel, since Richard, as discussed, is excluded from the group’s 
practices. But even the glimpses he gets that all is not right with the group appear to support the 
notion that Francis, Charles, and Camilla are fully enveloped in this narrative of losing control 
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that Julian and Henry have propagated. Late at night, Richard overhears the twins arguing about 
using the “wrong” bedsheets for some unspecified purpose, and later happens upon a boiling pot 
filled with unusual leaves, which Francis quickly claims to be using for his bath (93). Both of 
these incidents reflect a sense of dedication on the part of the group members to fulfill the 
narrative of divinely losing control that has been presented to them, and when Henry ultimately 
reveals to Richard that he was the main architect behind the bacchanal, these incidents come to 
also reflect a devotion to Henry as their leader and instructor of the narrative. Indeed, when 
Henry finally gives his lengthy account of preparing the bacchanal to Richard, he is quick to 
describe the willingness of Francis, Charles, and Camilla to work with him, even though they 
undergo several painstaking and unsuccessful attempts before they succeed in their mission: 
We tried everything. Drink, drugs, prayer, even small doses of poison. On the night of the 
first attempt, we simply overdrank and passed out in our chitons in the woods near 
Francis’s house. 
… 
I couldn’t tell you all the things we tried. Vigils. Fasting. Libations. It depresses me even 
to think about it. We burned hemlock branches and breathed the fumes. I knew the Pythia 
had chewed laurel leaves, but that didn’t work either. You found those laurel leaves, if 
you recall, on the stove in Francis’s kitchen. (164-165) 
This devotion to Henry and the narrative with which he guides them is only validated when their 
attempts finally prove successful, and the group apparently experiences the sort of transcendence 
that Julian and Henry have promised (167). What ultimately works, according to Henry, is 
simply learning to believe enough: “We didn’t believe. And belief was the one condition which 
was absolutely necessary. Belief, and absolute surrender” (166). When this belief pays off, and 
the bacchanal proves to be a wildly spiritual experience for the group, the narrative of losing 
one’s self solidifies its grip on Francis, Charles, and Camilla. They seemingly have the proof that 
this narrative can wipe away the problems of their own existence—the promise of transcending 
one’s ordinary life being easily attractive to a group of people who find the circumstances of 
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their own lives so unappealing (as discussed in the previous section)—and so, their faith in the 
narrative proceeds unquestioned, as exemplified by their quick reconciliation with the fact that, 
during their bacchanal, they murdered an innocent man, as well as their eventual willingness to 
murder Bunny for threatening to expose them. In my next section, I will discuss how both of 
these narratives, that of Richard and of his Classics companions, ultimately reflect an overall 
need to rely on distortive narrative more generally. 
 Both sets of protagonists in The Secret History come to rely on narratives that in turn 
rely, at least in part, on the idea they have of some particular person. Richard comes to idealize 
the aesthetics of his newfound group, and Francis, Charles, and Camilla, while mainly under the 
sway of divinely losing themselves, look to their vision of Henry to fulfill this narrative. Theo 
Decker’s narrative in The Goldfinch also depends on the idea of a person—his dead mother, 
Audrey—but unlike the classical ideals of The Secret History protagonists, it mainly manifests in 
the form of a tangible object. For Theo, Carel Fabritius’ The Goldfinch is inextricably tied to the 
life and death of his mother, as her discussion with him about the painting, while observing it on 
display in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, is the last conversation he ever has with her before 
her untimely death. Audrey, in between telling Theo facts about the painting and its painter, 
reveals to him that it was the first painting she ever loved, having seen it in a book as a child (31-
32). Shortly after this exchange, the terrorist-planted bomb goes off, and Theo awakens some 
time later and discovers the painting lying in the rubble. He takes the painting after being urged 
to do so by a dying old man (later revealed to be antiques dealer Welton Blackwell) who is 
delirious, mistaking Theo and his circumstances for something else. Theo does not hesitate in 
taking the painting, already associating it with his mother in his own delirious thoughts, despite 
not yet knowing about her death: 
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I turned, painting in hand, to show it to her, and then realized she wasn’t there. Or—she 
was there and she wasn’t. Part of her was there, but it was invisible. The invisible part 
was the important part. This was something I had never understood before. But when I 
tried to say this out loud the words came out in a muddle and I realized with a cold slap 
that I was wrong. Both parts had to be together. You couldn’t have one part without the 
other…Where was my mother? For a moment there had been three of us and one of 
these—I was pretty sure—had been her. But now there were only two. (45) 
It is difficult to make sense of what Theo is saying in regards to his mother in his addled 
thoughts, and specifically about the “invisible part” of her (whether or not this “invisible part” 
refers to the painting or not is left unclear), but it is clear enough that, even in his shocked state, 
he immediately links the painting with his mother, intending to show it to her as soon as he takes 
hold of it. To him, it is her painting, even before he understands what has happened to her. When 
Theo makes it back to their empty apartment, and has mostly recovered from his shock, he 
continues to call the painting hers, and characterizes his delirious seizing of the painting as 
deliberately saving it for her—“She would be pleased too (at least I thought so) when she saw I’d 
saved her painting” (81). And as time goes on, and Theo realizes he must hide the painting and 
comes to understand the gravity of what he has done, he makes several excuses as to why he 
cannot part with it, explaining in his narration that he believes he has waited too long to tell 
James “Hobie” Hobart, the business partner of Welton Blackwell with whom he has forged a 
friendship, and that the painting will inevitably be destroyed for security reasons if left 
anonymously at the Met. He concludes that he simply must, for allegedly practical reasons, hold 
onto the painting for the time being, while at once acknowledging that he has by this time come 
to view the painting as his: “already I’d begun to think of it as mine; the thought slid into my 
head as if I’d owned it all my life” (216). In this way, Theo has a clear attachment to the 
painting, one that is strong enough to keep him in the precarious position of hiding it, and one 
that begins at the same time that his strongest attachment—to his mother—is suddenly severed 
by tragic circumstances. Ultimately, Theo comes to form a specific narrative that is tied to the 
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painting as an object: since it is linked so strongly to his mother, by virtue of her own personal 
attachment to it and its presence at the scene of her death, keeping it allows him to believe that 
his attachment to her never ended, and that she (and he) was never truly subject to mortality. 
Theo himself summarizes the personal significance of the painting as an adult, much later in the 
novel: “The painting had made me feel less mortal, less ordinary. It was support and vindication; 
it was sustenance and sum. It was the keystone that had held the whole cathedral up” (696). 
Though Theo is an adult when he makes this particular statement, and years have passed since he 
initially took the painting, his reliance on it (and the connection it holds to his mother) has not 
abated. His years-long devotion to the painting, and his commitment to keep it in spite of the 
danger it puts him in, illustrates the powerful hold the object possesses over him.  
 That Theo should assign so personal a narrative to an object like The Goldfinch is 
consistent both with his own character, and with Tartt’s overall depiction of human nature within 
the novel. Throughout the novel, Tartt makes clear that certain physical objects, including but 
not limited to illustrious paintings, are virtual breeding grounds for narratives such as Theo’s, 
inviting people to project their own narratives and meanings onto them. Theo’s attachment to the 
painting, and the narrative he imposes on it, is the main example of this phenomenon, and is 
rather extreme in nature, but Tartt illustrates at numerous points in the novel that Theo’s fixation 
with the painting is mainly just a strong extension of human nature to assign meaning to objects. 
Audrey herself alludes to this practice in her discussion of The Goldfinch, seemingly 
foreshadowing Theo’s future attachment to the painting in the critical moments before it takes 
root. She comments on the fact that the painting is a “mysterious picture” and that “it invites you 
to stand close” (33-34), as though asking its viewers to speculate about it. She also comments on 
the devastation that comes with losing things, a devastation that is separate (and perhaps even 
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more potent) than losing individual people: 
“People die, sure,” my mother was saying. “But it’s so heartbreaking and unnecessary 
how we lose things. From pure carelessness. Fires, wars. The Parthenon, used as a 
munitions storehouse. I guess that anything we manage to save from history is a miracle.” 
(34) 
While Audrey does not specify exactly why it is so heartbreaking to lose objects, she ties a good 
deal of the devastation associated with it to the fact that certain objects have survived for far 
longer than any one person can, and have therefore borne witness to far more than any one 
person—these objects, simply put, possess an inherent narrative more complete than the 
narrative of any individual, and therefore invite fascination because of it. But in the absence of 
explicitly communicating that narrative (since objects such as paintings cannot do such a thing), 
individuals naturally have no recourse but to make an estimation of what such objects have to 
say. In short, they make their own meaning of the object and its history, and a narrative, prone to 
misdirection, results. When Theo first visits Hobie at his shop, following the cryptic instructions 
of the delirious and dying Blackwell, he has the following conversation with him about the Civil 
War photographs of Mathew Brady, amidst a larger discussion about Blackwell’s death and the 
terrorist attack as a whole: 
“You can’t prepare yourself for something like that. We had a set of Mathew Brady 
photographs come through the shop a few years ago—Civil War stuff, so gruesome we 
had a hard time selling it.” 
I said nothing. It was not my habit to contribute to adult conversation apart from a ‘yes’ 
or ‘no’ when pressed, but all the same I was transfixed. 
… 
“I remember a story I read once, a soldier, was it at Shiloh? … Gettysburg? A soldier so 
mad with shock that he started burying birds and squirrels on the battlefield…” 
“24,000 men died at Shiloh in two days,” I blurted. 
His eyes reverted to me in alarm. 
… 
“You’re interested in the Civil War?” he said, after a careful pause. 
“Er—yes,” I said brusquely. “Kind of.” I knew a lot about Union field artillery, because 
I’d written a paper on it so technical and fact-jammed that the teacher had made me write 
it again, and I also knew about Brady’s photographs of the dead at Antietam: I’d seen the 
pictures online, pin-eyed boys black with blood at the nose and mouth…There had been a 
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trapped thought about to emerge, something essential and unspeakable, released by the 
mention of those blank-faced soldiers. Now it was all gone but the image: dead boys with 
limbs akimbo, staring at the sky. (154-155) 
Rather than address the trauma of Audrey’s demise head-on, Theo instead turns to the violence 
depicted in Brady’s Civil War photographs, historical objects that possess their own particular 
narrative. While Theo is aware of the historical narrative surrounding the photographs, he finds 
that he fully understands them only by framing them within his own narrative of Audrey’s death 
(the “trapped thought” likely being some connection between the violence depicted by Brady and 
the violence Audrey underwent). In this moment, Theo uses the narrative of the object to make 
sense of his own narrative, entwining them, something he also does with the painting on a much 
larger scale. He chooses The Goldfinch, as discussed, because he views it as his mother’s 
painting, and she herself favored the painting because of its visual mysteriousness (as mentioned) 
and because of its own unique history, having survived a powder explosion at Delft that 
destroyed much of Fabritius’ work, as well as Fabritius himself (32-33)—interestingly, the 
painting repeats this key part of its history by surviving its second explosion at the Met. In 
general, Theo, like his mother, grows up to be especially sensitive to the appeal of old, illustrious 
objects like the painting. His visit with Hobie at his antiques shop strongly influences him, and 
he makes several subsequent visits while living in New York, particularly enthralled by the age 
of the objects Hobie works with, imagining their “lives,” or their own long-lasting narratives: 
To contemplate the lives of these dignified old highboys and secretaries—lives longer 
and gentler than human life—sank me into a calm like a stone in deep water, so that when 
it was time to go I walked out stunned and blinking into the blare of Sixth Avenue, hardly 
knowing where I was. (208) 
Though Theo’s life takes him far from New York for a time, as he eventually goes to live with 
his father in Las Vegas, he ultimately returns to New York and works with Hobie at the shop, 
becoming an expert at selling antiques. His ability to sell virtually anything in the shop hinges on 
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his skill at discovering what his customers want to see in a particular piece of furniture—he 
simply plays up what it is he believes the customer expects. Usually, he finds that people want to 
convey a certain image about themselves with a piece: 
When selling a piece…it was a game to size up a customer and figure out the image they 
wanted to project—not so much the people they were (know-it-all decorator? New Jersey 
housewife? Self-conscious gay man?) as the people they wanted to be. Even on the 
highest levels it was smoke and mirrors; everyone was furnishing a stage set. The trick 
was to address yourself to the projection, the fantasy self—the connoisseur, the 
discerning bon vivant—as opposed to the insecure person actually standing in front of 
you. (568) 
In this particular context of selling furniture, Theo finds the people he is dealing with to be 
largely gullible and “insecure”—they want to believe something about themselves so badly that 
they are willing to believe anything about a certain historical piece, if it fulfills the narrative they 
want to be true (the narrative here being the image they are attempting to cultivate). In truth, 
though, what these people are doing with the furniture in front of them is not so different from 
what Theo himself does with the painting. In the painting, and in possessing the painting, Theo 
finds a way to embody a narrative in which he can avoid dealing with the trauma of losing his 
mother. He takes refuge in the painting in the way his clients wish to take refuge in the furniture 
that Theo is hawking to them, and while Theo internally derides them for finding significance 
even in what he terms “inferior articles” (568), he fails to notice that the meaning he finds in The 
Goldfinch is just as divorced from reality, if not more. Only seldom does he acknowledge that 
the hope and immortality that he finds in the painting actually contrast quite sharply with the 
painting’s actual content, and this observation is only made in the hindsight of his own narration: 
When I looked at the painting I felt the same convergence on a single point: a sunstruck 
instant that existed now and forever. Only occasionally did I notice the chain on the 
finch’s ankle, or think what a cruel life for a little living creature—fluttering briefly, 
forced always to land in the same hopeless place. (378) 
This dissonance of Theo’s, between noticing the flimsiness of other people’s narratives while 
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ignoring his own, illustrates the strength of narrative misdirection when tied to objects such as 
The Goldfinch. Ultimately, Tartt is able to artfully illustrate the narrative pull of historical objects 
by depicting Theo as utterly wrapped up in his own narrative, blind to its faults while 
simultaneously pointing out the flaws in narratives so similar to it. As with Tartt’s other 
protagonists, Theo’s fixation on his own narrative ultimately serves to eliminate any possibility 
of chance in his life, an issue I will discuss in my next chapter. 
 In contrast to the complex narratives fostered by the protagonists of The Secret History 
and The Goldfinch, twelve-year-old Harriet Dufresnes’ narrative of choice in The Little Friend is 
based, perhaps most simply, on other narratives, specifically the ones she reads in her extensive 
free time. The majority of the novel takes place over a single summer when Harriet is twelve 
years old, and, as discussed in my previous section, she spends much of it in an isolated state, 
with her immediate family, consisting of her mother Charlotte and sister Allison, largely 
ignoring her and her exploits. While she spends a significant amount of time with her great aunts 
and friend Hely, her time at home tends to be dominated not by interaction with people, but by 
extensive interaction with books. Harriet is established to be a precocious child, curious about 
the world and determined to discover answers about it. Her family characterizes her as the 
opposite of Allison, being “smart” and maintaining a “slightly distressing presence” (27) in her 
household. And like Theo, she is particularly interested in old things, but specifically in old 
things that no longer exist: 
She’d had, from the time she was small, a preoccupation with archaeology: with Indian 
mounds, ruined cities, buried things. This had begun with an interest in dinosaurs which 
had turned into something else. What interested Harriet, it became apparent as soon as 
she was old enough to articulate it, were not the dinosaurs themselves…What interested 
her was that they no longer existed. (37) 
This sort of interest, which ranges widely from the aforementioned dinosaurs to Pompeii (39), 
naturally extends to Harriet’s own surroundings. She is particularly fascinated by her great-
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aunts’ stories about Tribulation, a grand old house in the Cleve family that burned down three 
years after Robin’s death. A number of artifacts remain from the house, and Harriet makes a 
hobby of poring over them, as well as the stories her aunts tell: 
A scattering of lesser objects had been salvaged from Tribulation—linens, 
monogrammed dishes, a ponderous rosewood sideboard, vases, china clocks, dining room 
chairs, broadcast throughout her own house and the houses of her aunts: random 
fragments, a legbone here, a vertebra there, from which Harriet set about reconstructing 
the burned magnificence she had never seen…But most eloquent of all were the stories 
passed down to her—highly decorated items which Harriet embellished even further in 
her resolute myth of the enchanted alcazar, the fair chateau that never was. She 
possessed, to a singular and uncomfortable degree, the narrowness of vision which 
enabled all the Cleves to forget what they didn’t want to remember, and to exaggerate or 
otherwise alter what they couldn’t forget…The mighty, thundering, opulent Tribulation 
which she had so laboriously reconstructed in her mind was not a replica of any house 
which had ever existed but a chimaera, a fairy tale. (43-44) 
This description of Harriet’s interest in Tribulation encapsulates the root of her interest in other 
destroyed things of the past: Harriet feels a need to make sense of things that no longer exist, and 
envision for herself how they once were. This envisioning is based, to some degree, on fact, but 
ultimately approaches mythologization. And, as the narrator notes, this tendency manifests at 
least to some extent in other members of Harriet’s family. As discussed in my previous chapter, 
Harriet’s great-aunts highly idealize Robin, and Harriet and Allison have grown up influenced by 
the near-mythological image of him that they have constructed. Since Harriet never knew Robin 
personally, he is little more than a story to her, like the story of the dinosaurs, or, perhaps slightly 
more relevantly, the story of Tribulation. Just as Harriet clings to any artifacts of Tribulation she 
can find, so too does she cling to any remaining fragments of Robin, which mainly take the form 
of photographs held by her great-aunt Edie: 
The pictures enchanted Harriet. More than anything, she wanted to slip out of the world 
she knew into their cool blue-washed clarity, where her brother was alive and the 
beautiful house still stood and everyone was always happy. Robin and Edie in the great, 
gloomy parlor, the two of them on their hands and knees playing a board game—she 
couldn’t tell what, some game with bright counters and a colored wheel that spun. There 
they were again, Robin with his back to the camera tossing Edie a fat red ball and Edie 
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rolling her eyes comically as she dove to catch it. There he was blowing out the candles 
in his birthday cake—nine candles, the last birthday he would ever see—with Edie and 
Allison leaning over his shoulder to help him, smiling faces ablaze in the dark. (46) 
To Harriet, the stories of Tribulation and Robin are even more compelling than those of the 
dinosaurs and Pompeii largely because they represent an alternative version of her own life. 
Though Harriet has never known the sort of idyllic happiness depicted in these photographs, she 
recognizes how close their contents are to her current existence—if not for the burning of 
Tribulation and Robin’s death, she could be living out the sort of happiness she sees in the 
photographs herself. Thus, Harriet’s reconstructions of Tribulation and Robin are much more 
fervent, and therefore more idealized, than any reconstruction of anything else in the past that 
captures her interest. Her vision of Tribulation is largely complete, in that her aunts have told her 
the full history of the house, including its demise, and she possesses numerous artifacts that point 
to house’s existence. This level of completion enables her, at least on some idealized level, to 
relive life at Tribulation. Her vision of Robin, however, is much more fractured—while she has 
the stories of her great-aunts and the photographs to rely on, she can never complete her reliving 
of life with Robin owing to his mysterious death. Without knowledge of who or what killed him, 
her knowledge of him can never satisfy her. As the narrator describes it: 
This was Harriet’s greatest obsession, and the one from which all the others sprang. For 
what she wanted—more than Tribulation, more than anything—was to have her brother 
back. Next to that, she wanted to find out who killed him. (51) 
In this way, Harriet is motivated by the heavy presence of one particular narrative in her life—
the myth of Robin that she has grown up with—into developing a narrative of her own, a 
narrative that promises closure through discovering what happened to Robin. Thus, as with 
Tartt’s other protagonists, Harriet develops a sort of narrative misdirection that serves to counter 
the tragedy she has experienced. 
 Interestingly, how Harriet goes about fulfilling this narrative, in investigating Robin’s 
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death, is influenced strongly by various other literary narratives that take up space in her life. In 
the absence of significant role models (apart from her great-aunts), Harriet instead clings to 
literary works and the figures that inhabit them, and their exploits, for better or for worse. The 
actions of such figures, in turn, significantly inform her actions throughout the novel. One such 
figure is Captain Robert Scott, whose diary recording his ill-fated Antarctic exploration Harriet 
obsessively reads. The extent to which Harriet trusts in the actions of her favorite literary figures, 
including Scott, is illustrated by an early scene in the novel, in which Harriet attempts to help a 
grieving Allison make sense of the recent death of their cat, Weenie: 
“Harriet, we are none of us very interested right now in Captain Scott,” said Edie. She 
felt very nearly at the end of her own rope. 
“All I’m saying is that Scott and his men were brave. They kept their spirits up. Even 
when they were caught in the storm and they knew they were all going to die.” She 
continued, her voice rising: “ ‘We are very near the end, but have not and will not lose 
our good cheer—’ ” 
“Well, death is certainly a part of life,” said Edie resignedly. 
“Scott’s men loved their dogs and their ponies, but it got so bad they had to shoot every 
single one of them. Listen to this, Allison. They had to eat them.” She flipped back a few 
pages and bent her head to the book again. “ ‘Poor beasts! They have done wonderfully 
well considering the terrible circumstances under which they worked, but yet it is hard to 
have to kill them so—’ ” 
“Make her stop!” Allison wailed from the floor, hands clamped over her ears. (54-55) 
Here, Harriet quotes Scott as one might quote scripture. The passage is almost comically 
inappropriate for the situation at hand, given Allison’s intense grief, but Harriet’s use of it 
reflects her extremely strong faith in the words of Scott—for her, his example is worth following 
unquestionably. This poor choice in quoting Scott is also forgivable in light of Harriet’s own 
circumstances. As discussed, she is only twelve years old (the most immature of Tartt’s 
protagonists, as even thirteen-year-old Theo begins his novel in a more worldly position and only 
matures from there) and lives a decidedly isolated life. This trust in Scott also extends to various 
other figures about whom Harriet devotedly reads, including Sherlock Holmes (“Of all the 
heroes on her list, the greatest of them all,” 85), Harry Houdini, and Joan of Arc. What draws 
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Harriet to these figures is primarily the lack of fear with which they act (85), and ultimately, 
when Harriet begins to court the idea of pursuing Robin’s killer, what motivates her into taking 
action is a bizarre dream in which her beloved literary and historical figures seemingly compel 
her to investigate Robin’s death (89-94). As she explains to Allison, “ ‘I think it was trying to tell 
me something,’ she said. ‘I think I’m supposed to try to find out who killed Robin’ ” (99). By 
following the advice of such a dream, Harriet is able to envision herself as one of the active 
protagonists she so admires. Even when she begins to focus on one Danny Ratliff, a childhood 
friend of Robin’s, as a suspect, her actions against him continue to be informed by literary 
works. One of her main plots against him is to poison him with a snake, a plan that she 
specifically develops from reading The Jungle Book and other works by Kipling: 
The library book lay open and face up upon the floorboards. She rolled on her stomach to 
reach for it. A car swung around the corner and down George Street; and as the 
headlights swept across the porch, and illustration of the White Cobra was illumined, like 
a road sign flashing up suddenly at night, with the caption beneath: They came to take the 
treasure away many years ago. I spoke to them in the dark, and they lay still. 
… 
Be still, O little one, for I am Death. Another cobra had said that, in something else by 
Kipling. The cobras in his stories were heartless but they spoke beautifully, like wicked 
kings in the Old Testament. 
… 
She caught the receiver between her ear and shoulder and turned to face the wall. “Hely, 
if we tried, do you think we could catch a poisonous snake?” (159) 
The plan seems juvenile, and its base in works like Kipling’s unrealistic, but because Harriet puts 
so much faith in literary narrative, it only makes sense to undertake such important work under 
the guidance of the works she so closely trusts. The execution of her plan, which involves 
finding a snake and figuring out where to plant it, among other factors, takes up an extensive 
portion of the novel, and all the while Harriet continues to reference her favorite literary works in 
such a way that shows their tremendous influence upon her life—her descriptions of the Ratliff 
brothers, for example, hinge upon allusions to works like Treasure Island and The Wonderful 
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Wizard of Oz (321). Only after her snake plot backfires in a major way do her literary allusions 
begin to taper off, as I will discuss in my next two chapters. Ultimately, this reliance upon 
literary narrative is strongly reflective of the overall narrative Harriet hopes to live out, that of 
solving Robin’s death. Having been surrounded by all manner of narratives in her short life, 
ranging from the narratives of Tribulation and Robin to the literary narratives she pores over, it 
only makes sense that Harriet turns to a narrative of her own to make sense of the tragedy that is 
Robin’s death, and the effect that it has had on her family: the narrative that Robin’s death can be 
made sense of, and that Harriet herself is the one who can make sense of it. 
 In keeping with Tartt’s exploration of narrative misdirection—and her recurring theme of 
dangerously over-relying on narrative—a key part of her three novels is the construction of some 
specific narrative by each of her protagonists. As I have discussed, the nature of these narrative 
misdirections can take all sorts of forms, whether they rely upon some sort of ideal (The Secret 
History), a tangible object (The Goldfinch), or even the idea of narrative itself (The Little 
Friend). While the narratives these protagonists come to form may seem unrealistic to the reader 
from the outset, they remain strongly influential in the protagonists’ lives precisely because they 
offer closure for the disquieting tragedies they have experienced. These narratives form the core 
of each protagonist’s arc, and they dictate their actions up until the end of each novel. In my next 
chapter, I will discuss another key factor that contributes to the rigid hold these narratives have 
on the protagonists: in addition to offering a reprieve from tragedy, they also neutralize any role 




Part 3: Narrative Misdirection and the Avoidance of Meaninglessness 
 As each of Tartt’s protagonists undergoes the recurring arc of suffering some sort of 
tragedy and building up a specific narrative to explain it, the exact effects of such narratives 
begin to become apparent as each novel progresses. In my previous section, I discussed the 
various forms these narratives take, as well as their unified purpose of supplying meaning to the 
tragedy. This act of supplying meaning reveals another key aspect of Tartt’s exploration on 
narrative misdirection: in setting up these tragedies and their corresponding narratives, Tartt 
offers commentary on what exactly motivates each of her protagonists to pursue, and ultimately 
become consumed by, a narrative of their own creation. While Tartt’s protagonists clearly find 
their specific tragedies intolerable to cope with in an undistorted manner, the exact answer to 
why these tragedies are so impossible to live with gradually unfolds over the course of each 
novel. The tragedy never leaves the protagonist, and as he or she becomes further enveloped in 
narrative in an attempt to escape it, the narrative comes to reveal both what makes each tragedy 
so repugnant, and what each protagonist deems necessary to hide or distort in order to reshape 
his or her own narrative. Ultimately, while the nature of each tragedy varies quite widely in form 
and scope, as I have discussed, they each share the possibility of being ultimately meaningless in 
nature, unable to have meaning made of them owing to their refusal to conform to the 
protagonists’ worldview or simply being the product of random chance. Perhaps the unsatisfying 
nature of Richard Papen’s life cannot be made meaningful with improved aesthetics; and even 
more poignantly, perhaps Audrey Decker’s death in the terrorist attack on the Met was the result 
of pure chance, and Theo’s obsessive hold on The Goldfinch is no more than a vain attempt to 
find reason or significance in her demise. Ultimately, what makes these tragedies so disturbing 
for each of Tartt’s protagonists is their potential meaninglessness. While Tartt very seldomly 
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portrays her protagonists as confronting this possibility of meaninglessness head-on (as that 
would likely indicate a break with the narrative), she leaves ample clues in the ways her 
protagonists interact with their own narratives that strongly indicate that the possibility of 
meaninglessness is simply something that the protagonists refuse to grapple with above all else. 
As such, I intend to discuss this attribute of assigning meaning to tragic events and ideas, a habit 
common to each of the narratives the protagonists develop. In drawing attention to this attribute, 
I will discuss how it directly eliminates the possibility of meaninglessness in favor of 
comfortingly strict meaning, and how the protagonists have formed their narratives around this 
attribute for this specific purpose. 
 In The Secret History, both Richard Papen’s tragedy and the narrative he constructs 
around his friends center primarily on aesthetics, as I have discussed: the tragedy of his working-
class, Californian upbringing is its unsatisfying aesthetics, and it is the aesthetics of Hampden, 
and especially of the Classics students there, that provides a much-needed antidote to this 
tragedy. By involving himself with the exclusive Classics clique and emulating them in 
appearance and behavior, Richard can find relative fulfillment, or even love, as he characterizes 
it in hindsight: “And if love is a thing held in common, I suppose we had that in common, too, 
though I realize that might sound odd in light of the story I am about to tell” (9). While his 
descriptions of the group in warm, adoring terms in contrast to his stilted, dull descriptions of his 
early California life indicate that he has found some meaning and satisfaction in its aesthetics, his 
continued loyalty towards and romanticizing of the group in spite of its clear and profound 
shortcomings indicates a refusal on Richard’s part to give up the notion of aesthetics as a reliable 
source of meaning, instead of a deceptive one. Ultimately, Richard, in the course of the novel’s 
events, never questions his derivation of meaning from aesthetics. Only in his hindsight narration 
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does he acknowledge that his “morbid longing for the picturesque” (7) is a major flaw of his. 
Richard’s introductory impression of the group is indeed strongly picturesque, with his focus on 
things like Francis’ “beautiful starchy shirts” (18) and Henry’s “dark English suits” (18), but its 
eventual savage actions stand in sharp contrast to the appearance of elegance and sober 
intellectualism on which Richard so heavily fixates. Yet, despite these grave, barbaric actions, 
Richard refuses to acknowledge the possibility that his reliance on aesthetics have misled him, 
and he continues to fixate on them just as strongly even in the aftermath of learning the group’s 
true nature. Shortly after Richard learns that the group has successfully staged the bacchanal and 
has killed a farmer, for example, Richard not only agrees to accompany Henry and the others on 
a scenic drive to the countryside, but also continues to take note of their actions and appearances 
in an idealized manner, as though nothing has changed. While the knowledge of their actions has 
begun to weigh on him, as evidenced by his sudden increased usage of sleeping pills (205), he 
continues to note mainly things such as “Francis’ monogrammed tie” and “Camilla with her 
boyish haircut and sleek little Astrakhan coat” (208-9). In large part, this fixation allows Richard 
to essentially justify the later actions of the group; rather than focus on the objective actions of 
the group (plotting to kill Bunny in order to avoid being caught for another murder), Richard 
instead finds himself falling under the group’s sway, even though he acknowledges, at least on 
some level, that what they are attempting to do is very wrong indeed. For example, when Henry 
approaches Richard with the task of mathematically plotting out the amount of toxic mushrooms 
he intends to feed Bunny, Richard explains that he first attempts to work at the math with the 
intention of “talking him out of it” (232), only to become distracted (and impressed) by the 
knowledge that Henry, in all his intellect, has taught himself Arabic expressly to read 15th 
century Persian works on poison: 
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 “Atropine’s quite safe in small amounts.” 
 “They say the same about arsenic but I wouldn’t like to try it.” 
“They are exactly opposite in effect. Atropine speeds the nervous system, rapid heartbeat 
and so forth. Amatoxins slow it down.” 
“That still sounds fishy, a poison counteracting a poison.” 
“Not at all. The Persians were master poisoners, and they say—” 
I remembered the books in Henry’s car. “The Persians?” I said. 
“Yes. According to the great—” 
“I didn’t know you read Arabic.” 
“I don’t, at least not well, but they’re the great authorities on the subject and most of the 
books I need haven’t been translated. I’ve been going through them as best I can with a 
dictionary.” 
I thought about the books I had seen, dusty, bindings crumbled with age. “When were 
these things written?” 
“Around the middle of the fifteenth century, I should say.” (234) 
While this digression in the conversation may seem incidental in nature, it nonetheless occurs 
within a larger conversation about poisoning Bunny. That Richard becomes distracted by 
Henry’s apparent intellectual prowess in the midst of a talk about killing his own friend indicates 
that for Richard, it is ultimately the intellectual appearance of the group that takes precedence 
over all else, even over something as serious as murder. This pattern of distraction and favoring 
aesthetics even in dire circumstances continues even as Bunny’s murder more closely 
approaches. When a drunken Bunny finally discloses to Richard that he knows about the killing 
of the farmer, and that he is determined to do something about it (245), Richard, by now fully 
enveloped in his aestheticized vision of the Classics group, immediately attempts to phone Henry 
as soon as Bunny leaves, tacitly revealing that, for him, the group’s plan to kill Bunny is justified 
and even something worth helping along: 
I suppose it would be interesting to say that at this point I felt torn in some way, grappled 
with the moral implications of each of the courses available to me. But I don’t recall 
experiencing anything of the sort. I put on a pair of loafers and went downstairs to call 
Henry. (246) 
In mentioning that he could have felt torn about Bunny’s impending doom, Richard 
acknowledges that his complete devotion to the group is both objectively wrong and shocking, 
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and yet, the lack of wavering in his decision indicates how necessary it is for him to rely upon his 
narrative of aesthetics. That it is this aesthetic narrative that drives him to such action is 
seemingly proven in the very next page, where Richard, after failing to get in contact with 
Henry, goes instead to Charles and Camilla’s apartment. There, after relaying what has happened 
to Charles, he immediately recommences his habitual fixation on aesthetics, in this case focusing 
on Camilla’s “tawny calves, slender ankles, [and] lovely, dusty-soled boy feet” (247) in favor of 
reflecting on his actions with Bunny to any significant degree. This role of justification that 
aesthetics plays only strengthens its hold on Richard, and therefore further forces him to favor 
the meaning that aesthetics provide him over all else, even the objectively wrong actions of the 
group he fixates on. If Richard were to acknowledge at all that the aesthetics of the group have 
misled him, he would be forced to acknowledge, on a larger level, that aesthetics may not 
provide true meaning. Such a prospect would undo so many key actions of Richard’s within the 
novel, ranging from his move to Hampden to his role in Bunny’s murder, and render them 
potentially meaningless. To avoid such a horrific possibility, Richard instead clings to his 
aesthetic vision of the group relentlessly, motivated by his inability to acknowledge the prospect 
that his actions and perception of the others may not in fact be based on anything substantive, 
and that he has perhaps become an accomplice in an unjustified murder. 
 This pattern of clinging to a narrative in order to avoid confronting its possible 
meaninglessness repeats itself in The Secret History with the Classics students themselves. Just 
as Richard derives meaning from the aesthetics of the group, and this meaning justifies his 
involvement in Bunny’s murder, so too does the narrative that Francis, Charles, and Camilla 
subscribe to in order to justify Bunny’s murder. And, like Richard’s narrative, it is necessary that 
this narrative cannot be acknowledged as possibly meaningless. This narrative, as I have 
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discussed, encompasses an unquestioned faith in the divine madness practiced by ancient Greek 
mystery cults, and Henry’s ability to bring it about as their leader. Like Richard and his 
narrative, the others in the Classics group have become so enveloped by their own particular 
narrative that participation in Bunny’s murder becomes bizarrely easy to justify. Though it is 
mainly Richard, being the narrator, who reflects on the oddness of his willing participation in the 
murder, the others certainly never betray any significant moral crisis when confronted with the 
murder. While Charles, at one point, expresses worries about the murder, Henry quickly talks 
him down: 
Charles passed a hand over his damp, flushed forehead. “Oh, Jesus,” he said. “Oh my 
God. Just listen to us.” 
“What’s the matter?” 
“Are we insane?” 
“What are you talking about?” 
“We’re insane. We’ve lost our minds. How can we possibly do this?” 
“I don’t like the idea of it any more than you do.” 
“This is crazy. I don’t even know how we can talk about this. We’ve got to think of 
something else.” 
Henry took a sip of his coffee. “If you can think of anything,” he said, “I’d be delighted 
to hear it.” 
“Well—I mean, why can’t we just leave? Get in the car tonight and drive away?” 
“And go where?” Henry said flatly. “With what money?” 
Charles was silent. (256-7) 
Here, it is clear that Charles’ main concern is getting caught rather than the murder of Bunny 
himself, and, trusting in his own narrative, he is quickly silenced by Henry’s leadership. While 
the rest of the group displays moments of doubt leading up to and continuing after the murder, 
these doubts, like Richard’s occasional uncertainties, are always overcome by a return to the 
narrative. While the aftermath of the murder leaves the group shaken, with Francis describing the 
whole funeral proceedings as “wretched” (395) and Charles’ alcohol dependency becoming more 
and more evident (407), the group never expresses explicit guilt over their actions against Bunny, 
and certainly not over their bacchanal and the killing of the farmer. While their avoidance of 
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accepting culpability in Bunny’s death undoubtedly has much to do with simple self-
preservation, it also, as with Richard, likely depends upon the prioritization of the narrative 
above all else, a prioritization that distorts reality, including the true moral implications of their 
actions. Rather than acknowledge what they have done, they have their devotion to Hellenistic 
divine madness and Henry to fall back on. Without the meaning that this narrative provides—
that they have understood “the powerful mysteries” (42) that Julian taught them in class and 
therefore have discovered fulfillment—all of their efforts and actions would be made 
meaningless, and what is more, they would be little else than cold-blooded murderers. Therefore, 
just as Richard somewhat paradoxically clings deeper to his narrative of aesthetics in order to 
avoid its potential meaninglessness, so too do Francis, Charles, and Camilla lean into their 
devotion to Dionysian madness and Henry, lest they face the possible reality that meaning cannot 
be made of their tragedies, and that they have misled themselves into horrendous action. 
Unfortunately for them, the events of the novel’s end force Richard and the others to finally 
come to grips with the insufficiency of their own narratives, as I will discuss in my final section. 
 In The Goldfinch, Theo’s avoidance of meaninglessness in relation to his tragedy—
Audrey’s death—hinges less upon refusing to acknowledge the distortion of his own narrative as 
it does upon a simple but incredibly powerful fear of chance. As discussed in the previous 
section, Theo’s hold on The Goldfinch, and the association he forges between it and his mother, 
enables him to live with an ongoing attachment to Audrey, one which dictates that she, like the 
painting, was never truly subject to mortality, and certainly not to something so random as a 
terrorist-planted bomb. A main motivation of Theo’s grip on the painting, and what it signifies to 
him, is that it allows him to avoid the possibility that Audrey’s death was meaningless—that it 
was the result of pure chance, and there is nothing that Theo can do that will be able to justify it 
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in any rational way. Theo, for the most part, does not come to recognize for himself that it is 
chance that drives him to rely so heavily upon this narrative about the painting, as he spends the 
majority of the novel largely unaware of the narrative’s strong grip on him (though he does come 
to draw his own conclusions about the narrative after the novel’s climax, as I will discuss in the 
next section). Still, Tartt makes it clear that Theo’s obsession with the painting largely results 
from an aversion to chance by comparing it to various other, similar situations throughout the 
novel. One of the more prominent examples includes Theo’s own father Larry, a former actor 
who spends most of the novel before his untimely death in a car accident gambling and engaging 
in unspecified, questionably legal activities in Las Vegas. When Theo is sent to live with him 
and his partner, Xandra, he quickly becomes aware that much of his father’s income is derived 
from gambling. Though his winnings from gambling are primarily the result of chance, Larry at 
one point tells Theo that he in fact has a grand, though convoluted, strategy he employs when 
gambling, one that appears to be based on little more than astrology and related concepts. He 
explains his betting on football games to Theo in the following way: 
“Am I genius or what? What?” He consulted spread breakdowns, matchup reports, and—
occasionally—a paperbacked book called Scorpio: Your Sports Year in Forecast. 
“Always looking for an edge,” he said when I found him running down the tables and 
punching out numbers on his calculator like he was figuring out his income tax.  
… 
“See, I’m not one of these saps that gets all starry-eyed about the Giants rain or shine—
shit, your mother could have told you that. Scorpio is about control—that’s me. I’m 
competitive. Want to win at any price…Anyway, whatever, I always take my lead from 
defensive-offensive lines, but all the same it never hurts to pay attention to these transits 
and solar-arc progressions on game day—” (372-3) 
While Theo finds his father’s predictions interesting to witness, he has little faith in their 
effectiveness, believing them to be, at the very least, overly complicated and difficult to follow 
(374). Despite this general attitude, though, he does soon after compare his father’s words to the 
painting itself. But instead of characterizing his strategy in such a dubious light within this 
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context, he interestingly compares it to his own view, that a series of seemingly random events 
have in fact led the painting to its current situation in Theo’s custody, guided by some invisible 
pattern: 
Just as my dad’s rituals, his betting systems, all his oracles and magic were predicated on 
a field awareness of unseen patterns, so too the explosion in Delft was part of a complex 
of events that ricocheted into the present. The multiple outcomes could make you dizzy. 
“The money’s not important,” said my dad. “All money represents is the energy of the 
thing, you know? It’s how you track it. The flow of chance.” (377-8) 
This “flow of chance,” in spite of the shortcomings that Theo finds with his father’s gambling 
strategies, nonetheless catches his attention. While he acknowledges here that the idea of there 
being a secret, barely detectable pattern that has landed The Goldfinch into his hands is an 
appealing one for him, he stops short of applying this “flow of chance” idea to his own mother’s 
death—that it was the work of some pattern masquerading as chance, making it therefore easier 
to cope with, at least on some level. However, given the painting’s clear tie to Audrey (as I have 
discussed), this implication cannot likely be too distant from his thoughts when thinking of the 
painting. If perhaps the painting’s seemingly random course throughout history can in fact be 
made sense of with a pattern, then perhaps Audrey’s seemingly random death can be made sense 
of as well. 
 Beyond this specific example, Tartt also illustrates that Theo tends to assign narrative to 
make sense of other seemingly random events in his life. In addition to the main example of the 
painting and the Met bombing, Tartt also focuses on Theo’s similar reaction to hearing of his 
childhood friend Andy Barbour’s sudden death as a young adult in New York. To the reader, 
Andy’s death perhaps seems even more unexpected and random than Audrey’s: Audrey’s death 
occurs at the beginning of the novel and informs much of its plot, while Andy’s seems to do little 
else than to shock Theo, as well as the reader. While Andy plays only a very minimal role in the 
novel after Theo moves to Las Vegas, there are certainly no hints that he will later die in a freak 
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sailing accident. Yet, when Theo hears of Andy’s death, he can think of little else except of 
Andy’s known fear of water, and how that must have played some role in his death. As he visits 
Andy’s mother, he contemplates Andy’s seemingly ironic end: 
I’d been looking at the scrimshaw (a whaling ship) set in the lid of her sewing basket, and 
thinking of poor Andy: black water, salt in his throat, nausea and flailing. The horror and 
cruelty of dying in his most hated element. The problem essentially is that I despise 
boats. (553) 
The last sentence of this passage refers to a much earlier scene in the novel, in which a young 
Andy tells Theo about his intense displeasure for boating and water in general. Again, while 
Andy’s death seems to be entirely random (though the reader may be tempted to analyze his 
earlier appearances in the novel for moments of foreshadowing), Theo, even just after learning of 
it, does not view it in such a way. While he does not strictly say in his narration that he believes 
Andy’s fear of water somehow led to his drowning death, he does find it impossible not to link 
the two things together in some way—though he cannot make an explicit connection between the 
two, he appears to want to forge some sort of pattern between them. That this is his immediate 
reaction to such shocking news indicates a general tendency of Theo’s, that he must find patterns 
in tragedies in order to make sense of them. This tendency, coupled with his reaction to his 
father’s odd gambling strategies, makes it evident enough that one of Theo’s primary 
motivations in constructing his narrative about The Goldfinch is to neutralize the role of the 
chance in Audrey’s death. Though Theo might find his father’s gambling strategies somewhat 
puzzling, he does share a common interest in decoding apparent acts of chance by discovering 
patterns within them. And since Theo does this quite visibly with Andy’s death later on in the 
novel as an adult, it follows that a much younger Theo would react to something as traumatizing 
as his own mother’s death in a similar, though much more pronounced, way. Thus, in his attempt 
to avoid chance, Theo constructs a narrative through The Goldfinch that eliminates the role of 
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chance generally, and therefore makes Audrey’s death more bearable. 
 In The Little Friend, Harriet’s chosen narrative—that of solving Robin’s death by 
fixating on Danny Ratliff as its perpetrator—possesses a similar motivation to Theo’s, in that 
she, like Theo, is attempting to assign meaning of some sort to the tragic death of a relative. 
However, as I previously discussed, the nature of these tragedies differs in one key aspect: Theo 
was extremely close to his mother, but Harriet never knew Robin personally, only experiencing 
the personal effects his mysterious death had on her relatives and others who knew him. This 
difference, which plays a significant role in shaping the differing courses of their narratives, also 
affects the nature of the meaninglessness that each protagonist attempts to counter: Theo fails to 
confront the prospect that Audrey’s death was the result of meaningless chance, and Harriet fails 
to confront the possibility that Robin’s death cannot be resolved in the way that her narratives of 
Tribulation and Captain Scott possess resolutions. As I discussed in my previous section, the 
story of Robin’s death captivates Harriet in large part because it lacks a resolution of any kind. 
Because the nature of his death is unknown, it has not been addressed and recorded in the way 
that her other family stories have been—in contrast to what she knows about Robin’s death, 
Harriet finds herself able to virtually relive all aspects of Tribulation’s history in great detail, 
despite having no personal experience with the house, because her family has constructed a 
much more complete narrative around the house’s existence. The great influence of literature in 
Harriet’s life also fuels her desire to make sense of Robin’s story: not only do the books she 
reads possess clear resolutions of their own, but they also feature protagonists—most notably 
Captain Scott, whom, as discussed, Harriet quotes like a prophet—who, through exploratory or 
detective work, are able to make sense of profound mysteries. That Harriet so readily takes on 
the role of detective in her quest to solve Robin’s death indicates either an inability or a refusal 
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of some sort to acknowledge the possibility that Robin’s death cannot be resolved as neatly as 
the story of Tribulation, or the adventures of Captain Scott. Throughout the novel, Harriet 
approaches her investigation of Robin’s death with a sort of quickness and self-assurance that 
simply does not allow for doubt of any sort, even though her assertions about the death have very 
little credible evidence. A major example of this tendency is Harriet’s decision that Danny 
Ratliff must be Robin’s murderer. Having offhandedly heard that some of the Ratliffs have been 
in prison at some point (142), Harriet proceeds to ask her family’s longtime housekeeper, Ida 
Rhew, what she knows about the family. When Ida informs Harriet that some of the Ratliffs were 
likely responsible for committing arson against the local Black church, an incident that left Ida 
herself with burns (147), Harriet, shocked at the crime, proceeds to ask Ida about Danny, noting 
that he is around Robin’s age. Ida, her disdain for the Ratliffs quite evident at this point, recalls 
to Harriet that Danny frequently came to the Dufresnes residence, allegedly fighting Robin and 
behaving mischievously (150). Following this conversation, Harriet immediately claims to Hely 
that Ida in fact knew that Danny Ratliff was responsible for Robin’s death, despite Ida never 
explicitly declaring a belief that Danny murdered Robin: 
Harriet had already told Hely everything that she had to tell, but she was so agitated after 
her conversation with Ida that she kept fidgeting and pacing and repeating herself: “She 
knew it was Danny Ratliff. She knew. She said herself it was him…” (151) 
Her conviction that Danny is guilty is so great, even though her suspicion of him is based on 
little more than cursory information about Danny and his family, that she immediately begins 
plotting extremely dangerous acts against him. As discussed, she and Hely soon plan to poison 
him with a venomous snake, and Harriet’s unquestioned conviction quickly drives her and Hely 
to undertake dangerous stunts in order to fulfill this plot, including a visit to a swampy 
subdivision to capture a venomous water moccasin that results in Harriet suffering from 
heatstroke (170-173). While this willingness to undertake such hazards illustrates on its own that 
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Harriet is thoroughly convinced and driven in her suspicions, her insistence that she bring Danny 
to justice herself further indicates a refusal to have her suspicions scrutinized by anyone else. For 
example, Hely proposes that Harriet should go to the police with her suspicions, something 
Harriet is completely unwilling to do: 
 “Harriet,” he said, aloud, “Wouldn’t it be easier to call the cops?” 
“It would be a lot easier,” she said without missing a beat, and he felt a wave of affection 
for her. Good old Harriet: you could snap your fingers and change the subject just like 
that, and there she was, she stayed right with you. 
“I think that’s what we should do, then. We can call from that pay phone by City Hall and 
say we know who killed your brother. I know how to talk in a voice exactly like an old 
woman.” 
Harriet looked at him like he was insane. 
“Why should I let other people punish him?” she said. (164) 
Here, Harriet’s disgust at the thought of other people punishing Robin stems from two major 
sources: letting the authorities deal with Danny would rob her from fulfilling her narrative of 
taking on the role of detective in Robin’s death, and, even more importantly, leaving Danny’s 
culpability in the hands of the police would likely result in his guilt being questioned. Harriet 
acts with the conviction that she is the only one who can solve Robin’s death, but in truth, she is 
the only one who can indict Danny Ratliff with the very specific narrative she has constructed for 
him. To allow Danny to be investigated by the police, rather than her, would open up the 
possibility that Robin’s death cannot be so easily resolved, and would thus invalidate the 
narrative that Harriet has to come to rely upon so heavily. Therefore, to both assert that Robin’s 
death is solvable (i.e., that meaning can be made of it), and to assert that Danny is the perpetrator 
of it, Harriet clings to the narrative she has constructed to the point of putting herself (and Hely) 
in danger. In this way, her strategy to combat meaninglessness resembles a mixture of those 
taken on by Richard and Theo: Richard leans into his narrative to avoid meaninglessness, and 
Theo does all he can to avoid the possibility that his mother’s death was the result of 
meaningless chance. Harriet, in clinging to her narrative and refusing to acknowledge the 
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randomness of Robin’s death, combines both approaches. 
 In constructing her vision of narrative misdirection, Tartt makes it clear that the 
predominant motivation for the formation of such misdirections stems from an inability and 
refusal to acknowledge the possibility of meaninglessness in personal tragedies. This specter of 
meaninglessness takes a variety of shapes throughout the three novels: in The Secret History, it 
manifests itself primarily as doubt in one’s personal beliefs; in The Goldfinch, it manifests 
mainly as the frightening prospect of chance; and in The Little Friend, it takes a form that 
combines these two attributes. In all three novels, though, the protagonists take the uniform 
approach of constructing a certain narrative that will allay the role that meaninglessness may 
play in each of their personal tragedies, consistently to the point where they endanger 
themselves. In short, in their attempts to combat meaninglessness, their chosen narratives come 
to take over their lives. Ultimately, this takeover by the narrative leads to disastrous 
consequences for each protagonist. In my final section, I will discuss how these consequences 
eventually force the protagonists to confront what they have done, and understand that the 




Part 4: The Dissolution of the Narrative Misdirection 
 The final component in Tartt’s cycle of narrative misdirection is its eventual dissolution 
in the protagonist’s life. In my previous section, I discussed how Tartt’s protagonists are so 
strongly resistant to confronting the potential meaninglessness of their tragedies that they cling to 
their specific narratives even when it proves dangerous or, at the very least, disadvantageous to 
them. In all three novels, this clinging to narrative misdirection ultimately proves unsustainable. 
Each protagonist of Tartt’s eventually reaches a point where they are forced by their 
circumstances to confront the narrative they have constructed. In varying ways, the narrative 
shows itself to be illusory, merely concealing or distorting reality—including the potential for 
meaninglessness—for the temporary benefit of the protagonist. Usually, these revelatory 
moments occur towards the end of each novel, serving as climaxes, indicating that the 
protagonist has developed in their character to the point where they become conscious of the 
narrative, and realize—often too late—the great impact it has had on their life. Such drastic 
realizations tend to make the endings of Tartt’s novels rather somber in tone, but this varies 
depending on the nature of the realization, which in turn depends on the nature of the narrative 
each protagonist has constructed, and the tragedy that has compelled them to construct it. 
Overall, while each of Tartt’s protagonists undergoes the same basic process of grappling with a 
tragedy, constructing a narrative to combat it, and becoming overly dependent on said narrative, 
the exact circumstances between each protagonist varies quite starkly from novel to novel, as I 
have demonstrated. Ultimately, in portraying this general cycle of narrative misdirection in each 
novel, Tartt indicates that this process of constructing misleading narratives is one common to 
human nature, and can take many individual forms, making it rather insidious. In this final 
section, however, I intend to show how Tartt ultimately portrays this process as finite. While her 
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protagonists each get to the truth of their misdirections in a variety of ways, each of them 
nonetheless becomes conscious of constructing a distortive narrative. In this way, while each of 
Tartt’s novels devotes a majority of its text to the troubling predominance of narrative 
misdirection, they still end with the somewhat hopeful—though simultaneously sobering—idea 
that it is possible for individuals to become aware of their own self-deceptions. 
 In The Secret History, Richard gradually unravels primarily after Bunny’s murder. While 
he notes in his narration that there were plenty of moments with his friends that should have 
caused him to doubt his idealization of them, as I have discussed, it is only after Bunny dies that 
Richard, weakening himself with his increased dependence on alcohol and various prescription 
drugs, experiences certain events that finally force him to confront the extreme faith he has 
placed in the group. In between the time when Bunny is murdered and when his body is 
discovered, Richard, in his narration, begins to portray his friends in a gradually less and less 
flattering light, especially in moments where he is under the influence of certain substances. 
While these negative depictions tend to be only momentary, interspersed with what are still 
largely positive descriptions, they become more noticeable as events in the novel progress. For 
example, when a “doped up” (288) Richard is visited by Francis in the middle of the night 
shortly after Bunny’s death, the two have a brief sexual encounter, followed by a sudden 
realization on Richard’s part that he simply does not view Francis in the same way as he did 
before: 
I looked at him—dark suit, sitting very straight with his legs now crossed at the knee. He 
was the picture of respectability except that his feet were bare. All of a sudden I found 
myself able to see him as the world saw him, as I myself had seen him when I first met 
him—cool, well-mannered, rich, absolutely beyond reproach. It was such a convincing 
illusion that even I, who knew the essential falseness of it, felt oddly comforted. (291) 
This passage well illustrates the internal conflict that begins to consume Richard following 
Bunny’s death. While Richard is, to some extent, following through with his narrative just as he 
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has always done, taking note of Francis’ appearance and drawing conclusions from it, he 
acknowledges that at this point, he “knew the essential falseness of it”—unlike in previously 
discussed passages, in which Richard notes that, in hindsight, he should have noted the 
inconsistencies between the reality of his friends and the narrative he constructed around them, 
this time he specifically notes that he was aware of Francis’ “falseness” in the moment, 
indicating that he has started to become distrustful of the narrative that has, up to this point, 
provided him a great deal of comfort. He even briefly touches on the truth of his situation, that 
his narrative is nothing more than a “convincing illusion.” Still, he has yet to completely pull 
away from the narrative, eventually noting that he still felt “comforted” by it at the time. As the 
novel progresses, Richard grows to consistently recognize his narrative for what it is, but not 
without a few key moments that serve to more completely undermine the narrative’s tenets. One 
such moment occurs much later in the novel, when relations within the group have deteriorated 
to the point of hostility, especially between Henry and Charles. In a particularly tense moment, 
when Charles mocks Henry, Henry is implied to strike him, much to Richard’s horror: 
“He doesn’t have to go to school,” said Charles. “He can do whatever he fucking pleases. 
He can fail every single fucking class and his dad’ll still send him that fat allowance 
check every month—” 
“Don’t say ‘fuck’ anymore,” said Henry, in a quiet but ominous voice. 
“Fuck? What’s the matter, Henry? You never heard that word before? Isn’t that what you 
do to my sister every night?” 
I remember, as a kid, once seeing my father strike my mother for absolutely no reason. 
Though he sometimes did the same thing to me, I did not realize that he did it sheerly out 
of bad temper…But the day I saw him hit my mother…I realized that the childish 
impression I had always had of my father, as Just Lawgiver, was entirely wrong. We 
were utterly dependent on this man, who was not only deluded and ignorant, but 
incompetent in every way. What was more, I knew that my mother was incapable of 
standing up to him. It was like walking into the cockpit of an airplane and finding the 
pilot and co-pilot passed out drunk in their seats. And standing outside the Lyceum, I was 
struck with a black, incredulous horror, which in fact was not at all unlike the horror I 
had felt at twelve, sitting on a bar stool in our sunny little kitchen in Plano. Who is in 
control here? I thought, dismayed. Who is flying this plane? (521) 
This passage is emblematic of the very final section of the novel, in which, amidst the tension 
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and fear surrounding Bunny’s death and its investigation, Richard is forced to reckon with the 
fact that the group he has idealized for so long is not at all what he believed them to be. And this 
time, rather than retreat into the comfort that the narrative provides him, as he did with Francis in 
the previous passage, here Richard finally recognizes that his conception of the group, that it 
consisted of intellectual, aesthetically-pleasing scholars, is in fact completely false. In fact, by 
likening Henry to his life in Plano, he essentially admits to himself that his situation with the 
group at Hampden is no better than his situation in California. He finally understands that his 
prioritization of aesthetics has betrayed him. 
 Tartt makes it clear that the aftermath of this realization is difficult for Richard to 
withstand. Soon after Richard has his realization about Henry and the group, he becomes free of 
them for a very long time: Charles eventually confronts Henry and the group with a gun, and, in 
the struggle over the gun, Richard is accidentally shot, and Henry ultimately shoots himself, thus 
irreversibly splintering the group. In the novel’s epilogue, after he has an unexpected reunion 
some years later with Camilla and Francis following Francis’ suicide attempt, Richard has a 
mysterious dream in which he encounters Henry observing a strange machine that depicts 
various historical locations. They have the following exchange: 
I was glad to see him, though not exactly surprised. “You know,” I said to him, 
“everybody is saying that you’re dead.” 
He stared down at the machine… “I’m not dead,” he said. “I’m only having a bit of 
trouble with my passport.” 
 … 
 “What is this place?” I asked him. 
 “That information is classified, I’m afraid.” 
 … 
I looked at him. There was so much I wanted to ask him, so much I wanted to say; but 
somehow I knew there wasn’t time and even if there was, that it was all, somehow, 
beside the point. 
“Are you happy here?” I said at last. 
He considered this for a moment. “Not particularly,” he said. “But you’re not very happy 
where you are, either.” (559) 
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After this exchange, Henry excuses himself, and the novel ends. While the dream is cryptic and 
difficult to interpret, Richard appears clearly enough to be left in an unsatisfied and uncertain 
position. While he has become fully disillusioned with the narrative at this point, in the absence 
of its influence, he seems ultimately unable to make sense of the Classics group, and everything 
that occurred between them—Henry, being dead, is unable to help, even in his dream visitation. 
While he knows that his trust in aesthetics has deceived him, as evidenced by his discussion of 
his “fatal flaw” in the opening of the novel, without it, he ends the novel without a clear way of 
making sense of the world. His assertion at the beginning of the novel that this “is the only story 
I will ever be able to tell” (4) further supports the idea that, rather than forming another narrative 
to make sense of his surroundings, he has instead lapsed into an uncertain position. This lack of 
resolution, while troublesome in its own way, nonetheless illustrates a clear response to the loss 
of so integral a narrative. Richard, then, in contrast to some of Tartt’s other protagonists, leaves 
his narrative with a profound sense of uncertainty and unease. 
 While Richard, following his disillusionment with his narrative misdirection, finds 
himself able to lead a relatively stable life, being the only one of his friends to graduate from 
Hampden and to pursue graduate studies (544-5), Charles, Camilla, and Francis all end up in 
decidedly stagnant positions, seemingly unable to make sense of the deaths of Bunny and Henry 
with the possible, but ambiguous, exception of Charles. This difference appears to hinge, at least 
in part, upon the central position Henry held as a leader figure in their collective narrative, and 
their apparent inability, unlike Richard, to more or less completely disavow their narrative in the 
aftermath of the novel’s events. Admittedly, the reader is exposed to a fuller view of Richard’s 
disinvolvement with his narrative, owing to his position as narrator, but his observations of the 
group following Henry’s death (scarce though they are, as Richard notes that the group, contrary 
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to what one might expect, rather quickly drifts apart following the novel’s climax) indicate that 
the three have yet to completely understand that their faith in Greek studies and in Henry was 
ultimately distortive. While Henry’s suicide cannot be ignored as a sign that their idealization of 
him was misplaced, the three seem unable to acknowledge this, and therefore refuse to 
completely let go of their narrative and progress in their lives. This refusal is perhaps most 
evident in Camilla, who, in the aftermath of Henry’s death, goes to live at her grandmother’s 
house in Virginia with Charles. In the year following Henry’s death, she sporadically 
communicates with Richard via postcards, but after a final postcard which seems to indicate that 
Charles has left her (546), she ceases all communication, not speaking with Richard again until 
she sees him in Boston in the aftermath of Francis’ attempted suicide, some three years later 
(548). While Richard notes at the start of their visit that she has visibly changed, noting she 
“looked older” (551) and mentioning her reluctant admission that she and Charles no longer 
speak to one another (552), it is at the end of their meeting, when Richard takes her to the train 
station, that it becomes clear that her melancholy state and stagnant position in her life (caring 
for her ailing grandmother and living as a recluse, 554) is due to an inability to cope with 
Henry’s loss. Richard, who has spent the majority of the novel infatuated with Camilla, and 
experiences a resurgence in his feelings for her upon seeing her again, impulsively asks her to 
marry him, which she immediately refuses, offering up her commitment to her ill grandmother as 
an excuse. When Richard says that he is willing to give up his graduate studies in California to 
be in Virginia with her, she admits her true reason for turning him down: 
 “I’ll get down on my knees if you want me to,” I said. “Really, I will.” 
She closed her eyes, dark-lidded, dark shadows beneath them; she really was older, not 
the glancing-eyed girl I had fallen in love with but no less beautiful for that; beautiful 
now in a way that less excited my senses than tore at my very heart. 




I thought she was going to say, Because I don’t love you, which probably would have 
been more or less the truth, but instead, to my surprise, she said: “Because I love Henry.” 
“Henry’s dead.” 
“I can’t help it. I still love him.” 
“I loved him, too,” I said. 
For just a moment, I thought I felt her waver. But then she looked away. 
“I know you did,” she said. “But it’s not enough.” (554-5) 
Here, it is evident that Camilla, unlike Richard in his own narrative, is unable to let go of her 
vision of Henry, even though she recognizes that he is dead. While his death should signal to her 
that the fulfillment her narrative promised has died with him, she refuses to let go her 
idealization of him. She understands that she should let him and the narrative go, as evidenced by 
her words “I can’t help it” and the momentary wavering that Richard senses within her, but finds 
that she, unlike Richard and his own narrative, is unable to. Thus, where Richard is able to 
essentially move on with his life, Camilla instead does not. Her newfound reclusiveness contrasts 
quite sharply with Charles’ fate: while she tends to her grandmother, he escapes from rehab with 
an older married woman, and, the last Camilla heard, was living in poverty in Texas, allegedly 
happy (552). Charles, in a sense, is the only one of the three to truly break with their collective 
narrative. His assault on Henry in the climax of the novel indicates that, in the period of 
deterioration following Bunny’s death, he comes to have a violent break with his previous 
perception of Henry, a forceful disillusionment in narrative that contrasts with Richard’s gradual 
disillusionment and Camilla’s relative lack of disillusionment. The mystery of his fate leaves the 
reader unsure whether he has been able to discover fulfillment with the sudden severance of his 
narrative, but the chaotic details of his fate, including his taking of money from Francis and his 
apparent inability to find steady work (551-2) indicates a general discomfort with the climactic 
events at Hampden. Through the twins, who at the start of the novel seemed so similar to each 
other, Tartt is able to convey the wide range of emotions and reactions to suddenly losing hold 
on a collapsing narrative. 
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 Francis’ fate, perhaps even more than Camilla’s, also reflects a refusal to move past the 
collective narrative, even in the face of its unambiguous disintegration. Where Tartt focuses on 
Camilla’s romantic fixation on Henry, Francis’ despair following Henry’s death more greatly 
emphasizes a general inability to make sense of all the events at Hampden. As mentioned, 
Francis attempts suicide about three years after the novel’s climax, and this attempt allows the 
group to briefly reunite with Richard. He sends a suicide letter to Richard, prompting his visit to 
Boston, and this letter contains many details that point to the source of his suicidal ideation. He 
writes: 
I wish I could say that this is a difficult letter for me to write but in fact it is not. My life 
has been for many years in a process of dissolution and it seems to me that now, finally, it 
is time for me to do the honorable thing. 
… 
And maybe the dawns will be less harrowing in the country for which I shortly depart. 
Then again, the Athenians think death to be merely sleep. Soon I will know for myself. I 
wonder if I will see Henry on the other side. If I do, I am looking forward to asking him 
why the hell he didn’t just shoot us all and get it over with. (548) 
While Camilla’s refusal to give up her love for Henry indicates an inability to part with the 
group’s collective narrative of him, Francis’ letter more explicitly reflects the sense of 
dissolution that comes with this sort of inability. Rather than yearn for Henry’s return, as Camilla 
appears to do, Francis’ wish that the group had all died together more clearly illustrates the sense 
that, in the absence of the narrative, life cannot at all be made sense of and is not worth living at 
all—Camilla’s passive deterioration into reclusiveness contrasts with Francis’ active suicide 
attempt in a similar manner. Furthermore, just as Camilla acknowledges her nonsensical 
commitment and love for Henry even after his death, Francis’ invocation of the ancient Athenian 
notion of death indicates a similarly vain attempt to hold to the narrative, even in the wake of its 
obvious destruction. And while Francis’ attempt to end his life fails, he seems no more inclined 
to continue living with the narrative in shambles, as Richard notes when he visits. Francis scoffs 
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at the marriage his family has effectively arranged for him (549) and even confesses to Richard 
and Camilla that he still has difficulty admitting to himself that Henry is dead: 
“It’s funny,” said Francis. “I have a hard time believing he’s really dead. I mean—I know 
there’s no way he could have faked dying—but, you know, if somebody could figure out 
how to come back, it’s him. It’s kind of like Sherlock Holmes. Going over the 
Reichenbach Falls. I keep expecting to find that it was all a trick, and he’ll turn up any 
day now with some kind of elaborate explanation.” (553) 
Francis, like Camilla, has found the narrative to be irreparably fractured with the death of Henry, 
and his imagining that Henry is still alive, coupled with the suicide attempt, indicates that 
Francis has lost any sense of meaning in his life with the collapse of the narrative, yearns for its 
revival, and, acknowledging that such a revival is impossible, is unable to find meaning 
anywhere else. Together with Richard, the protagonists of the novel ultimately reflect the range 
of outcomes that are possible when breaking with such strong and influential narrative 
misdirections. Richard becomes gradually disillusioned with his own narrative before the others 
do and appears to recover most completely (though not entirely) because of it; Charles 
experiences a sudden disillusionment with his narrative and, as a result, takes an extremely 
chaotic approach to his later life; and Francis and Camilla appear to deny the obvious collapse of 
their narrative, leading them to sink into stagnancy and despair. With these strongly differing 
results, The Secret History, perhaps more than Tartt’s other novels, emphasizes the uncertainty 
that results from losing a narrative that so neatly defines meaning in one’s life.  
 In contrast to the range of reactions present in The Secret History, The Goldfinch, with its 
solitary protagonist, presents only one possible outcome when becoming detached from a 
significant narrative misdirection, and this outcome differs from each of those presented in The 
Secret History. Theo’s confrontation with his own narrative is brought on rather abruptly: after 
becoming separated from the painting (having learned that his childhood friend Boris managed 
to steal the painting from him several years previously), Theo learns from Boris and his criminal 
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connections that the painting is being held in Amsterdam. The two travel there and manage 
temporarily to steal back the painting from its current possessors, only for it to be suddenly taken 
from them by an accomplice of the group that had been holding it. Boris promises to track down 
the painting for Theo, leaving him in an Amsterdam hotel for several days, during which Theo 
becomes ill, contemplates his life with the painting, and even considers suicide when he finds 
himself unable to return to the United States (having left his passport with Boris, who has 
become uncommunicative). When the suicide attempt fails, Theo falls asleep and has a vivid 
dream of his mother, the first time he has seen her so clearly since her death (902-3). He awakes 
the next morning, resolved to turn himself in to Dutch authorities and explain himself, only for 
Boris to suddenly return with unexpected news: he decided to anonymously tip off Dutch 
authorities to the painting’s likely location, and, when it was found with other notable stolen 
works, was awarded a fabulous amount of reward money, which he intends to share with Theo 
(923-5). Rather than face jail time, Theo has instead been effectively cleared. Returning to New 
York, he explains to Hobie all that has happened, and proceeds to describe how, over the course 
of the next year, he has begun to refund customers who had bought furniture he had been 
fraudulently passing off as old designer works—essentially, making things right. While the 
dream with his mother, coupled with Boris’ surprise return of the painting, seems to assure Theo 
that he can finally let go of his possession of the painting, and by extension, the narrative he has 
assigned to it in order to cope, his parting with the narrative, unlike those in The Secret History, 
is not marked by feelings of bitterness, despair, or confusion, but rather by an unusual yet 
unmistakable sense of peace. Rather than feeling deceived by his attachment to the painting, and 
its ultimate insufficiency in connecting Theo to his mother, Theo instead chooses to characterize 
his custody of the painting and the narrative that went along with it as a decent coping 
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mechanism for that period in his life, one that enabled him to better know himself, but one he has 
now outgrown. Going over his old notebooks, which allude to his secret dealings with furniture 
and his drug abuse, Theo contemplates the role of his own secrets in defining him, and 
categorizes his relationship with the painting as one such secret: 
Because: if our secrets define us, as opposed to the face we show the world: then the 
painting was the secret that raised me above the surface of life and enabled me to know 
who I am. And it’s there: in my notebooks, every page, even though it’s not. Dream and 
magic, magic and delirium. The Unified Field Theory. A secret about a secret. (953) 
But, while he believes that his time with the painting better equipped him to understand himself, 
he still acknowledges that the narrative he assigned to the painting was based upon a feeling of 
certainty that he could not verify. In the present absence of the narrative, he finds himself in an 
uncertain state, as evidenced by his discussion of Fabritius in his final thoughts of the novel:  
There’s a shiver of premonition about it somehow, as if perhaps he had an intimation that 
this tiny mysterious piece would be one of the very few works to outlive him. The 
anomaly of it haunts me on every level. … But who knows what Fabritius intended? 
There’s not enough of his work left to even make a guess. The bird looks out at us. It’s 
not idealized or humanized. It’s very much a bird. Watchful, resigned. There’s no moral 
or story. There’s no resolution. There’s only a double abyss: between painter and 
imprisoned bird; between the record he left of the bird and our experience of it, centuries 
later. (954-6) 
Theo’s narrative of the painting, as discussed, dictated that there was a clear, unquestionable 
connection between the painting and Theo’s mother, a connection so strong that it enabled Theo 
to make sense of Audrey’s death without having to confront the possible role of chance at all—
this lack of confrontation indicated a great fear of chance on Theo’s part. This discussion of 
Fabritius, however, reflects Theo’s final acknowledgment of chance, as evidenced by his noting 
the lack of a story or moral involved with the painting (which directly contrasts with the story, or 
narrative, that Theo had assigned to it) and his question of whether or not it is even possible to 
ever know what Fabritius intended when he created the painting. Yet, rather than this newfound 
uncertainty causing fear, despair, or anxiety for Theo, it instead gives him some semblance of 
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peace, in turn providing him with a new sense of freedom. And ultimately, rather than vilify the 
narrative for its distortive qualities, Theo instead views it something that allowed him to avoid 
despair, and enabled him to find a love of something in a world where finding love is necessary 
for getting by. This finding of love, he notes, is something that connects people across all 
generations. As he explains in the novel’s final words: 
Whatever teaches us to talk to ourselves is important: whatever teaches us to sing 
ourselves out of despair. But the painting has also taught me that we can speak to each 
other across time. And I feel I have something very serious and urgent to say to you, my 
non-existent reader…That life—whatever else it is—is short. That fate is cruel but maybe 
not random. That Nature (meaning Death) always wins but that doesn’t mean we have to 
bow and grovel to it…For if disaster and oblivion have followed this painting down 
through time—so too has love…And I add my own love to the history of people who 
have loved beautiful things, and looked out for them, and pulled them from the fire, and 
sought them when they were lost, and tried to preserve them and save them while passing 
them along literally from hand to hand, singing out brilliantly from the wreck of time to 
the next generation of lovers, and the next. (961-2) 
This is Theo’s ultimate conclusion: that while his own narrative about the painting may have 
overemphasized the importance of certainty, that does not mean that life is necessarily made up 
of a series of random events (and is therefore perhaps meaningless), and it does not mean that 
forming narratives around “beautiful things” is necessarily wrong—it is something that is 
common to essentially all people, and it serves the necessary task of mitigating despair and 
enabling love. Thus, while the dissolution of Theo’s narrative misdirection leaves him in a 
newfound state of uncertainty, it does not engender grief within him, as it does with Tartt’s other 
protagonists. Rather, for Theo, making sense of the narrative he has formed around the painting 
enables him to better understand life, which is ultimately a positive outcome even in the face of 
great uncertainty. This stark contrast in reaction to the dissolution of the narrative to the reactions 
present in The Secret History even further illustrates how, in Tartt’s view, the way people make 
sense of their own narrative misdirections can vary vastly from individual to individual. Consider 
even how The Secret History protagonists also form their narratives around “beautiful things,” 
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even if they are not tangible objects in the way The Goldfinch is—Richard and his prizing of 
aesthetics, and the Classics group with its idealization of ancient Greek ideas—though these are 
also lofty, beautiful concepts to center a narrative on, the ultimate takeaway that these 
protagonists have with their narratives still differs quite strongly from the primarily positive 
sense of growth that Theo derives from the dissolution of his attachment to the painting. Thus, in 
looking at The Goldfinch alongside The Secret History, it is clear that, in Tartt’s view, the 
outcome of losing one’s own narrative misdirection can vary to an extreme degree. 
 Looking at the ultimate outcome of Harriet’s narrative misdirection in The Little Friend 
also adds to this range of reactions. The dissolution of Harriet’s narrative—that Danny Ratliff 
murdered her brother Robin and Harriet can find peace for herself and her family by solving the 
case—unfolds as Harriet closes in on Danny as a suspect, and as Danny becomes increasingly 
aware that Harriet is targeting him for some reason, a reason which, under the influence of drugs 
and his paranoid brother Farish, he believes to be sinister (505-6). Shortly before the novel’s 
climactic scene, in which Harriet and Danny confront each other in the town’s water tower  
where Danny has stashed supplies of methamphetamine, Danny has a brief recollection that 
serves to definitively refute the key element of Harriet’s narrative. Rather than being Robin’s 
murderer, Danny was in fact his friend, befriending him at his birthday party in Tribulation (514-
5). In his own memory, he describes Robin as being murdered at the hands of “some creep 
passing through, or some filthy old tramp” (516). While Danny as a child briefly bragged about 
killing Robin himself, it was something he had done only out of grief (517). While Harriet’s 
suspicion of Danny appears flimsy to the reader throughout the novel, his memories only solidify 
the wrongness of her narrative, and make her dogged belief in it all the more troubling. 
Ultimately, when the two meet in the water tower—Harriet wanting to know what Danny has 
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hidden there, and Danny wanting to collect his drug supply—a struggle ensues, in which Harriet 
nearly drowns and Danny actually drowns, horrifically fulfilling Harriet’s wish to Hely to punish 
Danny herself. Harriet, however, is made extremely ill by the filthy water, and ends up 
hospitalized following a seizure (578). As Harriet lies sick in the hospital, worried by her 
interactions with Hely over the telephone (he has told others about her leaving her father’s gun at 
the base of the water tower, 600) and a brief encounter with one of the Ratliffs (there to see 
Farish, who had been shot by Danny shortly before his confrontation with Harriet, 591), she 
eventually overhears her parents talking about Danny, whose body has just been found: 
 “Isn’t it too bad?” he was saying. “They were all talking about it, down in the cafeteria.” 
 “What?” 
“Danny Ratliff. Robin’s little friend, don’t you remember? He used to come up in the 
yard and play sometimes.” 
Friend? Thought Harriet. 
… 
She heard her father take a sip of coffee. Then he continued: “Came by the house. 
Afterwards. Raggedy little boy, don’t you remember him? Knocked on the door and said 
he was sorry he wasn’t at the funeral, he didn’t have a ride.” 
But that’s not true, thought Harriet. They hated each other. Ida told me so. 
… 
“It’s strange.” Harriet’s father sighed, heavily. “Seems like yesterday he and Robin were 
playing  around in the yard.” 
Harriet lay rigid with horror…Their talk turned to other things as Harriet—seized by 
fear—lay with her face pressed in the pillow, very still. Never had it occurred to her that 
she might be wrong in her suspicions about Danny Ratliff—simply wrong. What if he 
hadn’t killed Robin at all?  
… 
She bit the inside of her cheek. Why had she been so sure it was him? At one time, she 
was very sure; the idea had felt right, and that was the important thing. But—like the foul 
taste in her mouth—a queasy fear now lingered close, and would not leave her. (610-11) 
If anything, Harriet’s departure from her narrative is even more abrupt than Theo’s—it happens 
simply by raising the question that perhaps Danny was not responsible for Robin’s death, 
something Harriet never stops to ask throughout the novel, as Tartt emphasizes in the above 
passage. Harriet, however, may be responsible for Danny’s death, something that she finds 
herself grappling with at the hospital after this revelation: “No: she hadn’t killed anybody. But it 
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was her fault he was dead. And maybe he had never hurt Robin at all. (613)” The gravity of her 
situation—that she may have inadvertently killed someone wrongly while under the influence of 
her narrative—leads her into a sense of profound doubt and unease, similar to the way the deaths 
of Bunny and Henry shake the protagonists of The Secret History. She contemplates lying to 
Hely about Danny confessing to Robin’s murder as a neurologist administers medical tests on 
her, but her ultimate outcome—what she ultimately concludes about her responsibility in 
Danny’s death as well as the long-term ramifications of her illness—are never revealed, with the 
novel instead ending with a scene between Hely and his older brother, Pemberton. Hely tells 
Pemberton that Harriet has succeeded in bringing justice to Danny, while Pemberton mocks him 
and says Danny had no part in Robin’s death. Hely ends the novel by speaking to Pemberton: 
 “Say what you want to, I don’t care,” he said. “But she’s a genius.” 
 Pem laughed. “Sure she is,” he said, as he headed out the door. “Compared to you.” (624) 
Ending on this note, Tartt draws attention to the fact that, even amidst her profound doubts, 
Harriet’s narrative still has one devoted follower in the form of Hely. His still-enduring faith in 
Harriet’s narrative contrasts quite sharply with Harriet’s newfound doubt, and appears more 
preposterous than ever in light of all that has happened. Unlike in her other two novels, Tartt 
chooses not to focus on Harriet’s own conclusions about her own narrative. While the reader sees 
the awakening of her doubts, what she chooses to interpret from them remains a mystery. But, 
given Harriet’s emotional state in her final scene, it is strongly implied that the events her 
narrative has yielded will affect her deeply for quite some time, alongside the physical illness she 
has contracted. In ending the novel this way, Tartt, more so than in her other novels, emphasizes 
the pain purely associated with doubting the narrative misdirection, and her decision to leave 
Harriet in such a vulnerable and ambiguous state naturally leads the reader to speculate on the 
long term effects this sudden break with narrative will have on her—and of course, being Tartt’s 
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youngest protagonist, it seems likely to the reader that these effects will have a strong impact on 
the rest of her life. In this way, the dissolution plays out similarly to the way it does in The Secret 
History especially in that the break with the narrative seems to be affecting the protagonist 
negatively, but Harriet’s age and the relative lack of resolution in The Little Friend emphasize 
the element of uncertainty in breaking with one’s narrative misdirection in a way that is less 
explored by the other novels. Ultimately, where The Secret History and The Goldfinch focus on 
the varied long-term reactions to breaking with one’s narrative misdirection, The Little Friend 
instead chooses to emphasize the immediate emotional impact of having one’s narrative 
seriously questioned for the first time. 
 In tracing the cycle of narrative misdirection in all three of her novels, I have argued that 
Tartt’s protagonists all undergo the same basic process of experiencing some tragedy, 
constructing a narrative to make meaning of it (one that proves to be strongly distortive) and 
ultimately having to grapple with the loss of said narrative. The results of undergoing this 
process, as I have explored in this section, vary quite widely. In The Secret History, Tartt’s 
protagonists respond to the dissolution of their narratives with a range of negative emotions, 
including resignation, despair, and denial. The Goldfinch, in contrast, presents the possibility of 
coping with the loss of one’s narrative misdirection in a more positive way, while still 
acknowledging the newfound uncertainty that comes with losing it. And in The Little Friend, 
Tartt explores yet another aspect of breaking with the narrative misdirection, the immediate 
sense of shock and loss that comes with the realization that it is ultimately false. In presenting 
this wide range of reactions with a variety of different protagonists, Tartt concludes her 
exploration of narrative misdirection by emphasizing the fact that it can affect their creators in a 
myriad of ways. Ultimately, Tartt devotes much of her three novels to the idea that these 
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narrative misdirections are distortive and insufficient, but the fact that she ends each of them 
with the protagonists severing ties with them (however positively or negatively) illustrates an 
overall belief that these narratives are ultimately finite in nature. Though she indicates that 
people can deceive themselves easily and dangerously, her novels each end with the truth 
making itself apparent, albeit in different ways. Thus, while Tartt emphasizes the dangers of this 
self-deception, she equally emphasizes the ability of truth and clarity to make themselves known. 
Thus, this triumph of truth in the face of deception perhaps endures as the main driving force 
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